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1This thesis explores the experiences of multilingual, 
international graduate students at the Rhode Island 
School of Design (RISD). Through interviews with 
eight international and multilingual graduate students 
from different RISD departments, the researcher 
asks students to identify what helps and hinders their 
learning. The author situates interviewee responses 
in the context of scholarly literature that examines 
the experiences and predicted challenges faced by 
multilingual international students enrolled in art and 
design schools and more broadly in higher education. 
Further, this thesis’ research questions are examined 
within the complexities of and ongoing conversations 
about creating a more equitable and inclusive RISD 
and the potential of its recently adopted Social Equity 
and Inclusion initiative. The emergent themes that 
surfaced from the literature review and the interviews 
are used not only to raise questions about the nature 
of the students’ experiences, expectations and the 
challenges they faced, but in doing so to suggest 
broader implications for teaching and learning at 
RISD and beyond.
Abstract
2Chapter 1
Introduction
3In the context of the Rhode Island School of Design’s (RISD) 
changing orientation to social equity and inclusion and 
its growing international student population, this thesis 
explores the question: “What is the classroom experience of 
international, multilingual graduate students at RISD?” 
It also takes up the following significant related questions:
• How does the field of graduate art education in general and 
RISD in particular talk about, conceptualize, and address the 
needs of multilingual, international students on campus?
• What do international, multilingual graduate students 
identify as helping their learning and what do they identify 
as hindering their learning? 
• What are the questions, themes, and possible implications 
that arise from students’ experiences?
• Is Universal Design for Learning (UDL) an appropriate 
framework for teaching and learning for the interviewed 
multilingual, international students?
The Research Question
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Background 
and Setting
RISD as inspiration for this research
When I first arrived at RISD in August of 2018, I found myself in a 
place that was multicultural, multilingual, and neuro-diverse, and in 
a teaching and learning community that was processing and assimi-
lating and rebelling against the turbulent political moment. This was 
an institution navigating phenomena close to home: decolonization, 
multiculturalism and multilingualism, equity and inclusion, and is-
sues slightly further afield but, for some, just as pressing; RISD, while 
I was here, was trying to collectively articulate its position on gun 
violence through a collaborative art project and was, in various ways, 
combating national political rhetoric that was hateful and exclusion-
ary of immigrants and minorities.
The years and months leading up to my arrival at RISD had been 
especially important in priming the campus to talk about issues 
related to equity and inclusion. In February of 2016, RISD launched 
its first “Social Equity Action Group” (RISD SeI Webpage) and around 
the same time, a RISD film student, Eloise Sherrid, and a group of 
peers created a now nationally famous short documentary called 
“The Room of Silence” about race, identity, and marginalization 
at RISD. (Room of Silence, 2016, Vimeo). In the spring of 2018, the 
renowned Princeton historian Nell Painter had published her book 
“Old in Art School”, about her experience attending RISD as a black 
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Nell Painter’s book Old in Art 
School, about attending RISD as 
a black woman in her 60s.
RISD student Eloise Sherrid’s 
documentary “The Room of 
Silence” about race, identity and 
marginalization at RISD.
Map showing RISD’s international student population 
in the 2017-2018 academic year. Students from China 
and South Korea make up a considerable portion of both 
RISD’s international population and student population at 
large. Source: RISD Institutional Data
6 Chapter 1 Introduction Background and Setting
woman in her 60s while she was studying for her MFA in Painting. 
The book, at times, painted an unflattering picture of RISD, partic-
ularly as being inhospitable to non-white, older students. New York 
Times critic Jennifer Szalai writes: “At RISD, [Painter’s] initial eupho-
ria turned to gnawing self-doubt, when...her (mostly white) peers 
and teachers stared at her work, often uncomprehendingly.” (Szalai, 
June 18, 2018). Painter’s book got attention; The New York Times, NPR, 
The Atlantic, The Boston Globe, and The Brooklyn Rail reviewed and 
lauded it, among numerous other publications. 
Meanwhile, by the fall of 2018, conversations about problematic 
objects in the RISD Museum of Art’s collection were also coming to 
the fore, circling most publicly around (but not limited to) an al-
legedly stolen sacred pendant from the African Kingdom of Benin 
that was very likely looted from a palace during a British colonial 
raid and later acquired by the museum. (Heng, 2018.) Also by this 
time, “Social Equity and Inclusion” was both a physical location on 
the third floor of RISD’s Providence Washington Administration 
building and a sweeping action plan toward “creating a more di-
verse, inclusive, and equitable RISD” (RISD, SeI webpage) headed by 
Matthew Shenoda, the College’s inaugural Vice President for Social 
Equity and Inclusion.
That same fall, thirty percent of RISD’s undergraduate population 
and fifty-seven percent of its graduate population was made up of 
international students (or “nonresident aliens” as they are referred 
to in federally compiled data), the highest ever. These numbers have 
been steadily rising over the past decade. (Public Tableau, RISD). 
RISD, as I understood it, was now made up of a very different demo-
graphic than it had been even five years prior; in 2012 international 
students composed thirty six percent of graduate programs, for 
example, and now outnumbered domestic students. (Public Tab-
leau, RISD.) The headlining issues for RISD around Social, Equity, 
and Inclusion seemed to center on historically underrepresented 
groups on campus and the issues related and therein. Meanwhile, 
a large group of students, international and multilingual students, 
who make up a considerable portion of our campus “diversity”, were 
being talked about much less, and arguably, even ignored.
I had arrived at RISD therefore at an especially potent time to 
discuss how we teach, learn, and make art in an environment of 
difference and diversity. So as I began my masters program in Art + 
Design Education in September of 2018, the campus seemed to be 
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humming with discussion about all of these things—the school’s 
diversity (or for some, lack of diversity), and how we address equity, 
inclusion, politics, ageism, racism, colonialism in our policies and 
our classrooms. I was listening.
My cohort as inspiration for this research
I now also belonged to a cohort with five other women, and it was 
evident in more ways than one that not a single one of us had grown 
up any closer than 3,000 miles from the other. We were from five 
different countries, spoke ten languages between us, and had been 
educated, in certain ways, in markedly different school systems. I 
don’t mean to overemphasize our differences (which is a concern 
that frequently surfaced in this investigation, and the sensitivity 
around which would be revealed in various ways throughout) but to 
say that our differences allowed us opportunities to be reflective and 
explicit about assumptions and expectations we might have let slip 
by if we had a shared background.
On November 16, 2018, my cohort was been assigned to read an 
article called “An Inevitable Question: Exploring the Defining Fea-
tures of Social Justice for Art Education” by Marit Dewhurst (Dew-
hurst, 2010), and had gathered for our weekly Curriculum Mapping 
class as we did every Friday at 9 am. We didn’t yet know that this 
article would lead us to a moment that would define our relationship 
as a group, and for me, would script the rest of my time at RISD. 
Following the framework suggested in Dewhurst’s article, my 
cohort began to talk about language differences (inequities, as some 
saw it) in our own seminar-based classroom. We talked about our 
class discussions, how a few people had the most floor time (mostly 
the students who had grown up speaking English as their first lan-
guage or in school) and how others were primarily observers (those 
who had grown up speaking languages other than English and out-
side of Western education systems). Our conversation was not limit-
ed to language—eventually we expanded to cultural context, discuss-
ing the moment when one of our professors had projected a picture 
of an American tenement building in the 1910s, asking us to decode 
the image. Although designed to be a neutral activity that purpose-
fully did not demand cultural literacy, we realized after the fact that 
nevertheless the two Americans in the class were the students with 
the “keys” to “unlock” the meaning of the image, knowing, as we did, 
the cultural and historical signifiers present in the photo. 
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We talked about another event, just a couple of weeks before, 
when we had learned about an artist working in an area of Mexico 
plagued by gun violence who collects and melts down guns in order 
to turn them into shovels used for planting trees. Two of us were 
hung up on the idea that the artist had chosen to melt down a weap-
on only to turn it into another weapon of sorts, or at least another 
object that held its own ominous and violent threat (a shovel for 
burying bodies, we thought, a shovel for hitting people over the head, 
we said). In this conversation we now found ourselves in weeks later, 
one of our cohort talked about how “stupid” she felt to have per-
ceived the shovel to be just a shovel; “We don’t bury bodies where 
I’m from, the dead are cremated.”
These are, of course, not surprising stories, but expected colli-
sions in a multicultural, multilingual classroom. For our group of Art 
Education students, these were moments in which we could address 
our cultural and language differences and begin to consider how 
these differences might be treated as strengths. I assumed, however, 
that outside the context of the Department of Teaching + Learning 
Artist Pedro Reyes collects guns 
and melts them down to create 
shovels for planting trees. In 
talking about this artist’s work, 
members of our cohort saw the 
“shovel” very differently based 
on our individual and cultural 
backgrounds. 
Source: pedroreyes.net
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in Art + Design that not everyone was afforded the same time and 
opportunity to discuss and analyze how language and culture plays 
out in the classroom. Our discussion confirmed this assumption, 
as my peers described moments in which linguistic and cultural 
tensions were, by and large, being left unattended to in many of our 
classes. We talked about how often these sociolinguistic ruptures 
(for better or worse) seemed to happen in our classes together and 
in the other courses we were enrolled at RISD, and we examined the 
contours of the “language problem” on campus, and began to move 
toward a “solution.”
Continuing to follow Dewhurst’s framework, we decided that the 
artwork that emerged out of this discussion and analysis would be 
cards that could be used (in some yet undefined way) during class 
discussion. They would say things like “Wait time needed” to remind 
professors that sometimes students need time to hear the question, 
translate it into the language they are most comfortable operating 
in, gather their thoughts, translate those thoughts back into En-
glish, and prepare to say this to a group of their peers and professor. 
These cards might also say “American context” to remind students 
and faculty alike that not every student grew up watching cartoons 
on Saturday morning, or they might say “Idiom” to remind us that 
idioms, aphorisms, and adages, while sometimes instructive and 
beautiful, can be barriers to understanding.
My next step was setting about to try to make these cards, even-
tually abandoning my originally planned thesis and immersing 
myself in a “language issue” that had become for me more urgent, 
rapidly evolving, and deeply sensitive. It was, of course, more com-
plicated than I ever could have envisioned. As I began to unravel 
some of the complexities and competing understandings of lan-
guage differences on campus, I was led to consider in very real ways 
the idea that, as some would perceive it, the perhaps overly-sim-
plified tool that we had envisioned in class may do more harm than 
good. I naturally, at many points, questioned my own position in 
investigating the ideas related to this thesis—was I otherizing, was 
I speaking for a population that I did not belong to, was this inves-
tigation itself, too, doing more harm than good? Is it responsible to 
undertake this kind of investigation, which by its nature ran the risk 
of emphasizing difference and generalizing the needs, perceptions, 
and expectations of a diverse group? Or might there be some worth 
in undertaking this investigation precisely because it is so sensitive 
Idiom
American 
Context
Translation 
Needed
10–30 Second 
Wait Time
Cards that my cohort envisioned 
in one of our class discussions. 
Source: Madeline Conley
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and potentially treacherous, and is thus reflective of a need for some 
greater clarity?
While my classmates were by no means derisive of RISD teach-
ers and students, they had described some of their experiences as 
speakers of other languages in the RISD classroom as being chal-
lenging. I held onto what they said as I moved through the rest of my 
time at RISD and through this investigation. This moment with my 
cohort proved to be a defining one for me as a teacher-in-training, as 
a student, and of course, in inspiring this investigation.
My Family as Inspiration for this Research
Slowly, but with equal influence to that which my current environ-
ment was exerting on me, I began to feel my upbringing surfacing 
in my ideas about teaching, learning, and what I was observing in 
classrooms every day at RISD. My parents are both teachers—some-
thing I had never considered as being an integral part of who I am 
until the last year or two. What they teach proved to be influential in 
my orientation to this thesis topic too—my dad is an eSL teacher in 
public K-12 schools and my mom is a ceramics professor at a college 
that primarily serves students with learning disabilities. Both of 
them had been professors of education before switching to their 
current positions relatively late in their careers, and both had spent 
much of their young lives living in other countries, experiencing the 
difficulties and joys of trying to make themselves understood in lan-
guages they had not grown up speaking and in cultural contexts they 
had not grown up assimilating. I too have been a student in another 
country, and have had to read and write papers, understand lectures, 
navigate public transportation, and understand implicit and explicit 
meanings in another language. What all of this meant was that, for 
most of my life, the conversations my family had at kitchen tables, or 
waiting for food in restaurants, or in car rides home had something 
to with inclusionary teaching. How do I help my student who has 
been beaten down by the school system feel like this is a place where 
he is included, celebrated, and can succeed? How can I tell, in a way 
that’s constructively critical, the middle school science teacher that 
she’s speaking too fast and using idioms that simply are not accessi-
ble to an English-as-a-second-language learner? How do I teach to a 
room of students who all need different things?
As my environment at RISD pushed on me and formed my ideas, 
the second, perhaps stronger force of my childhood, the classrooms 
Left: The classroom 
where my cohort met on 
Wednesday afternoons in 
the fall of 2018, and the 
table where we often talked 
about our own cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds as we 
examined readings, photos, 
objects, and art. 
Photo: Madeline Conley
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I played in after school and spent time in on days when I was sick 
and had to accompany my parents to work, the college campuses 
I grew up on, and my inherited ideas about teaching and learning 
began to articulate themselves. These were whispers in my ear, or 
maybe it was that they felt sewn into my skin, in ways I had and had 
not acknowledged. These dormant ideas, in certain ways unchal-
lenged and inactivated as I had spent most of my life in classrooms 
predominately populated with students who looked and talked like 
me, came awake here. In the last year, the nucleus of my teaching 
philosophy became inclusion—an orientation to teaching and learn-
ing that, at turns, has been challenged, questioned, supported, and 
reinforced at RISD.
Right: The classroom 
that my cohort met in for 
our Curriculum Mapping 
Class on Fridays in the 
Fall of 2018, and the table 
where we first talked, in 
an intentional way, about 
our linguistic and cultural 
differences as a group. 
Photo: Madeline Conley
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Methodology
This thesis utilizes a mix of qualitative research methods includ-
ing interview, as well as a critical analysis of literature as a means 
through which to better understand and begin to answer the ques-
tions that arose in this investigation.
Interviews with Multilingual, International 
Graduate Students at RISD
The center of my research was eight in-person interviews with mul-
tilingual, international graduate students at RISD from the Architec-
ture, Interior Architecture, Graphic Design, Jewelry, and Teaching + 
Learning in Art + Design Departments. I identified my interview 
subjects via “snowballing”—a method in which the researcher be-
gins with several volunteer interviewees, and asks them to refer to 
her to others who might be willing to participate in interviews. (Lew-
is-Beck, Bryman, & Liao, 2004, Sage Encyclopedia of Social Science 
Research Methods.) I began by interviewing three peers who knew 
about my research interests and who self-identified as “multilingual” 
or “non-native English speakers” and who then put me in touch with 
other RISD graduate students that they suspected would be willing 
to participate. 
When asking my peers to refer me to other students, I tried to 
not reveal a preference as to who I was being referred to, asking my 
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three starting interviewees to, “refer me to other RISD graduate stu-
dents who speak more than one language.” Though I did not specify 
that I wanted to speak with international students or with students 
who identified as “struggling”, my interview subjects were all in-
ternational students, several of whom described difficulties they 
were having in the English-speaking classroom, and these students 
referred me to other international students for whom English was 
not a first language. Because of this, my thesis came to concern itself 
with the sometimes-distinct experiences of the international mul-
tilingual graduate student, rather than the domestic multilingual 
graduate student. I believe that because my three starting inter-
viewees were international students themselves and because they 
understood where this project was born (out of a desire to make 
classrooms more inclusive of struggling speakers of other languages 
in an English-speaking classroom), I ended up with not totally neu-
tral subjects. Importantly, while I tried to not too narrowly define 
who a “multilingual” student is, I was still referred to international 
students, which perhaps speaks (in a very small way) to how stu-
dents perceive the meaning of “speaker of more than one language” 
at RISD. While my methodology involved “choosing” my subjects at 
the outset to some degree, this choosing also allowed me to speak 
with and be directed to a group of people who were similarly inter-
ested in issues of language and culture at RISD and thus, I believe, 
allowed me to look more deeply at this topic.
It is also important to note that I spoke to a sample of students 
that loosely reflects the RISD international student population, 
which meant that my interviewees were predominately from East 
Asian countries and one student was from a South American coun-
try. Institutional research shows that RISD’s international students 
are predominately Chinese and South Korean (RISD Tableau: Enroll-
ment Map: International Students, 2017-2018).
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After reading a statement about my research interests and which 
made clear that students’ anonymity would be protected, preview-
ing the interview questions that I would be asking, and briefly gath-
ering background information about my participants, I asked my 
interview subjects the following six questions during my interviews. 
• Tell me about a class at RISD that you enjoyed. 
What about it did you like?
• Tell me about a class at RISD that you did not enjoy. 
What about it didn’t you like? 
• In the class that you described as not enjoying, is there anything 
the professor could have done to make the class a more positive 
experience for you?
• If you could ask your professors at RISD to make a change in 
their teaching to make your experience more positive, what 
would that be?
• Are there things that your fellow classmates do to make your 
experiences in class better?
• In closing, is there anything else you would like to say about 
your experience at RISD in general or in particular about your 
experience as an international student or speaker of multiple 
languages?
I purposefully designed questions that were about experiences in 
the classroom, and did not presuppose a language or culture “prob-
lem.” While students talked about these experiences, I would note if 
linguistic or cultural issues arose, and sometimes ask the student to 
elaborate or clarify. Interviews typically lasted twenty to thirty min-
utes. After collecting my interviews, which were audio-recorded, I 
transcribed these interviews and began looking for common themes. 
The analysis of my interview transcripts included a deep reading of 
students’ stories. In this narrative analysis, I looked at both what stu-
dents described but also at how they described it—with what kind 
of language, what was omitted, and at what point in the interview it 
was said. 
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Informal Conversations with Classmates, Administrators, 
and Faculty and Staff
While not a formal data collection process, throughout the year I was 
taking part in conversations with my classmates, with faculty, staff, 
and administrators about the experiences, strengths, and needs of 
multilingual international students on campus. These conversations, 
while they only rarely are quoted in my thesis directly, very much 
shaped my thinking about teaching and learning for multilingual in-
ternational students, and also offered new channels for exploration 
that went beyond the classroom experience and into institution-
al, policy-based, and student-initiated approaches to best serving 
multilingual international students. I had several informal meetings 
with administrators, faculty, and staff (in which the people I was 
speaking with either asked to not be quoted in my thesis or in which 
I decided to not record so as to treat the meeting as an informal and 
information-gathering conversation.) During these conversations, I 
was often referred to new reading material, and was helpfully con-
tradicted and challenged in my ways of thinking.
Literature Review
I first undertook a literature review of writing on the experience of 
multilingual, international students in art school classrooms. Be-
cause writing on that topic is relatively limited, researching current 
trends in the Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages 
(TeSOL) field, art and design school pedagogies, incidence of diversi-
ty at art and design schools, international students in higher edu-
cation, inclusion in higher education, and inclusive pedagogies also 
augmented my understanding of this topic. 
Scope and Limitations
I chose to cap the number of interviews I undertook at eight stu-
dents. Because interviews lasted twenty to thirty minutes and were 
often six to eight pages long when transcribed, I felt that I would 
not have the ability to give adequate attention to and responsibly 
interpret interview findings beyond that of eight interviews. While 
eight interviews represents a small cross-section of students (from 
the Architecture, Interior Architecture, Graphic Design, Jewelry, 
and Teaching + Learning in Art + Design Departments) and by no 
means can speak for all multilingual graduate students, I hope that 
the findings may reveal some common themes and suggest broader 
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implications for teaching and learning at RISD, and perhaps at other 
art schools where many languages are spoken.
This topic is an enormous one. I have intentionally chosen to only 
examine it through one lens—the experiences and perceptions of 
graduate, multilingual international students at RISD. This was an 
important perspective as I felt (perhaps not always correctly) that 
these students are often not involved in institutional or pedagogical 
decision-making around how they might be best served. Because my 
approach to this vast topic ended up being quite narrowly defined 
(“what do multilingual, international students say about their class-
room experiences?”) I did not feel that it was necessary to rely too 
heavily on other perspectives within RISD. I do recognize that by 
limiting my thesis in this way, I am of course, missing the important 
perspectives and experiences of teachers, administrators, na-
tive-English speakers and monolingual English-speaking students, 
domestic multilingual students, and many more.
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Thesis Structure
In the previous chapter, Chapter 1, I have discussed my research 
question and related questions, the background and setting from 
which I am approaching this topic, my methodology, and scope and 
limitations. 
In Chapter 2, I discuss how the field of art education in general, 
and RISD in particular talks about, conceptualizes, and addresses 
the needs of international and multilingual graduate students. I ask: 
What does the literature say about the experiences of international, 
multilingual graduate students at art schools? What does the litera-
ture identify as strengths and challenges for art and design schools 
in best serving this group? I then look more specifically at the differ-
ent ways that people, offices, and systems at RISD define and concep-
tualize its multilingual international population. 
In Chapter 3, I interpret and summarize my interview findings, 
identifying themes that carried across eight interviews and contra-
dictions that surfaced between them. Themes are framed by asking: 
What do my interviewees identify as helping their learning? What do 
my interviewees identify as hindering their learning? 
In Chapter 4, I present resonating thoughts, questions, and impli-
cations for further research that emerged from students’ narratives. 
Recognizing that I have spoken to only a small group of people, I 
weave in literature to support my findings, and raise questions that 
might be explored within a larger study in order to suggest broader 
implications for teaching and learning. ◆ 
20
Chapter 2
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Art Schools & Multilingual International Students
This section of the literature review takes up the ways that the field 
of art education addresses the experiences, strengths, and needs 
of multilingual international students. It is important to note that 
multilingual speakers can, of course, be domestic students and that 
within the international student population, many are fluent English 
speakers, have English as their first or only language, or have stud-
ied in western or English-speaking countries before arriving at RISD. 
These students may not face barriers to inclusion that are discussed 
here, and even those students who are at a more emergent level of 
English speaking, too, may not feel like language difference is a diffi-
culty or problem. 
The literature that I have reviewed suggests, however, that a 
significant number of multilingual international students may be up 
against formidable cultural and linguistic obstacles in higher educa-
tion. (Ra & Trusty, 2016; Davey, 2016). As Ra & Trusty (2016) describe 
in their article, Impact of Social Support and Coping on Acculturation 
and Acculturative Stress of East Asian International Students, “Not 
only must international students adjust to a different culture and 
new academic environment, they may also experience language 
barriers, financial difficulties, and the loss of interpersonal relation-
ships.” (p.277)
Vivian Zamel (2004) predicts a number of linguistic challenges for 
multilingual international in higher education. Zamel (2004) writes 
that students may find that their secondary education eSOL training 
does not always correspond with and “cannot prepare students for all 
the discipline-specific demands they will face.” (p. 1). This may result 
in students feeling like they are “in the deep end” without proper 
preparation. Often these linguistic challenges are experienced more 
significantly in the form of attitudes about language. (Zamel, 2004) 
Because of perceived “language problems”, students run the risk of 
How does art education in general and RISD in particular talk 
about, conceptualize, and address the experiences, strengths, 
and needs of its international, multilingual population?
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being understood by professors to be less than, limited, or under-
achieving. Students too, are subject to professors’ understanding 
of language and knowledge as separate and fixed entities rather 
than mutually building upon each other (an example of this kind of 
thinking being, “if your paper is not grammatically correct and if you 
cannot participate in class discussion, then you can’t learn in this 
class.”) (Zamel, 2004). Multilingual, international students may also 
see their professors manifest “blaming” attitudes about gatekeep-
ing and see them overtly or covertly questioning “who belongs” at 
colleges and universities. (Zamel, 2004). For example, some teachers 
may make it clear to students that they are wondering: “Why was this 
student admitted to the school if her English is so bad?” or “Why is 
this student my problem when she never should have been admitted 
in the first place?” Zamel (2004) infers from one professor’s response 
to an online survey, deeply damaging attitudes about her students’ 
“preparedness”, paraphrasing the teacher’s comments as: “If stu-
dents had been prepared appropriately, if the gatekeeping efforts had 
kept students out of her course until they were more like their native 
language counterparts, her commentary suggests, students would be 
able to do the required work.” (p.7).Tensions can also arise when stu-
dents speak to each other in a native language that the professor does 
not understand, Zamel says, citing one of her student’s experiences:
“Students in the lab speak to one another in their own language 
so that they make sure they know what they are doing. So they 
may look like they are not listening to the lab teacher. He feels 
so isolated from them. He feels he has no control, no power. So 
he may get angry.—An ESOL Student” (Zamel, 2004, p.4). 
Zamel’s multiyear case study of eSOL students’ experiences at a 
higher education institution revealed alarming attitudes about 
languages differences and negative experiences for multilingual 
students. Zamel (2004) writes, “Students referred to professors who 
showed concern and seemed to appreciate students’ contributions. 
But the majority of students’ responses described classrooms that 
silenced them, that made them feel fearful and inadequate, that lim-
ited possibilities for engagement, involvement, inclusion.” (p. 9)
Cultural challenges abound too. (Zamel, 2004; Davey 2016; Cald-
well & Gregory, 2016). Navigating what is explicitly asked of students 
in the American, English-speaking classroom can be a daunting 
Left: RISD academic 
buildings in the spring. 
Photo: Madeline Conley
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challenge for domestic and international students alike, this aside 
from the implicit expectations placed on students—the assumption 
that you will read an academic paper and report back on what you, 
personally, thought about it, for example. Challenging or criticiz-
ing an expert, as students are sometimes invited to do in American 
classrooms, can be seen as disrespectful and inappropriate to some. 
(Davey, 2016; Caldwell & Gregory, 2016). The notion that if “you’re not 
speaking in class discussion, you’re not learning”, as a similar exam-
ple, can be a challenging and often unstated expectation to meet for 
certain international students coming from certain educational con-
texts. Author Anne Davey (2016) says that art schools in particular 
can be especially difficult for students navigating a new culture and 
language—at art schools, she says, ambiguity is often intentionally 
cultivated as a pedagogical and creative approach. This ambiguity, 
she explains, is not inherently harmful but does present its challeng-
es, especially for a population which might already be perceiving a 
great deal of “vagueness” in their education:
Ambiguity as an implicit value within the art school de-
serves more explicit airtime, rather than slip, as it so 
easily does, into vagueness. After all, overcoming the lim-
itations or exclusions of ambiguous pedagogies is not 
about simply making the implicit, explicit; ambiguities 
are important, for Pablo Helguera constituting one of art’s 
‘teachable moments’ (Helguera 2011).” (Davey, 2016, p 382).
Authors Elizabeth Caldwell and Jodi Gregory (2016) also identify 
ambiguity, as well as student-centered projects and students as ac-
tive agents in the learning environment who are “co-producing and 
co-constructing the curriculum” (p.119) as the hallmarks of western 
art and design school pedagogies. The authors outline the number 
of problems that these pedagogies can pose for some (not all) multi-
lingual international students, adding also that, “Interestingly, pro-
ficiency in English or coming from a highly individualistic culture 
does not remove the challenges,” suggesting that adapting to a new 
academic culture (perhaps more so than a new academic language) 
is the more significant adjustment. (p. 120).
Beyond issues of access to learning, several authors surface the 
idea that non-dominant cultural and linguistic identities can some-
times disadvantage students in terms of how their art is received. 
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(Burke & McManus, 2012; Davey, 2016; Richards & Finnigan, 2016). 
Students may create work that does not resonate with their often 
white or English-speaking professors or peers. As authors Burke & 
McManus (2012) write:
It is an ‘obvious truth’ (Bourdieu 1991) that art is implicated 
in the reproduction of inequalities, and that the relationship 
between culture and power is such that taste creates social 
differences. Certain kinds of art can only be decoded, and 
appreciated by those who have been taught how to decode 
them. The cultural capital of the working classes, and cer-
tain ethnic groups, is devalued and delegitimised. (p. 21)
When conceptualizing the experiences of the multilingual, inter-
national population in art schools, the focus can often remain on if 
these students are able to access the language used in the classroom, 
but, as Richards & Finnigan (2016) claim, it is just as “important to 
consider which art is privileged and which type of art is encouraged 
or dismissed.” (p. 6).
However, while much of the literature suggests that some of the 
challenges that multilingual international students face in a new 
culture and language are amplified in art and design schools, some 
scholars also make the case that some facets of art and design peda-
gogy can also make the transition from one language and culture to 
another easier and make learning more accessible than in a non-art 
and design education settings. (Caldwell & Gregory, 2016, p. 120). 
Here, the studio environment that characterizes art school learning 
offers multilingual international students needed one-on-one time 
with their professors and peers. These authors also state that:
In contrast to the experience of students on courses delivered 
primarily through the lecture and reading list model, the 
delivery model in…the studio, provides ‘individual atten-
tion [... and] narrow[s] the gap between the teacher and the 
learner’ (Dineen and Collins 2005: 46)…The studio is an in-
herently social space where ‘students learn to communicate, 
to critique and to respond to criticism, and to collaborate’ 
(Akalin and Sezal 2009: 16), and we suggest that this environ-
ment supports the development of students as they grapple 
with the uncertainty integral to their courses. (p. 120).
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Additionally, Richards & Finnigan (2016), write that art and design 
pedagogies at least on surface level make room for diverse perspec-
tives, as “there is the opportunity for discovery-based and expe-
riential learning which, it could be argued, links to encouraging 
individual responses within the work created around personal iden-
tities.” (p. 4). Because in western higher education art and design 
education, students are encouraged to pursue individual projects 
and therefore design learning that suits their interests and needs, 
as they further explain, “it could be said that art and design already 
caters for difference and focuses on identity work.” (p. 5.) This as 
opposed to a more prescribed curriculum in non-art and design 
education settings in which there is, to speak broadly, a more one-
size-fits-all approach to learning.
Again, however, authors are careful not to essentialize art and 
design schools as invariably inclusive places, stating that even within 
comparably more inclusive art pedagogies (than those of non-art 
higher education institutions), there is still work to be done. Rich-
ards and Finnigan (2016), Davey (2016), Caldwell & Gregory (2016) 
alike all place some responsibility on institutions and teachers to 
(while not necessarily make extensive changes) at least make values 
more explicit to students. As Richards & Finnigan (2016) write:
Drew (2008) reflects on the pedagogy of ambiguity and stu-
dent expectations within art and design higher education 
and how for some students this proves challenging. There 
is some responsibility for educators to provide a safe tran-
sitional framework within the first year, through a series 
of participatory encounters in which some of the key 
practices are made explicit and reflected upon. (p. 6.)
The literature makes clear the barriers to inclusion that multilingual 
international students may face at art and design schools. It also, 
however, suggests that western art and design education might use 
its project-and-student-centered teaching and learning approaches 
to break down some of these barriers. (Richards & Finnigan, 2016; 
Davey, 2016). Importantly, author Anne Davey (2016) sheds light on 
what this may mean for art and design schools at large: “The pres-
ence of international students within fine art programmes presents 
a challenge to the pre-existing orthodoxies and implicit values em-
bedded there.” (p. 382). When encountering challenges to its values, 
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Davey argues a school is afforded “an examination as to how these 
[values] have been constituted, are manifest and why they prevail” 
(p. 382) that benefits the institution and society at large.
How does the field, and RISD, describe 
Multilingual International Students?
During my time at RISD, I understood the experience of multilingual 
international students to be discussed and defined in different ways. 
I was interested in the many and often competing understandings 
of the experiences and needs of multilingual international students 
at RISD and in what ways these students are labeled or not labeled 
by students, faculty, staff and various offices. These conversations 
and ways of thinking about students fell broadly into two categories: 
one, strength-based labels and advocacy discourse and two, defi-
cit-based labels and remedial discourse. I came to understand these 
two categories to not be so neatly separated, and found, within RISD 
and the literature, a community and a field that was conflicted about 
how to discuss language differences, speakers of multiple languages, 
and their needs.
To ground this section in terms of the way RISD is discussing 
and labeling speakers of multiple languages, I turn to RISD’s Center 
for Arts and Language, formerly the RISD Writing Center, which 
describes its choice of the term “multilingual learner” to describe 
many of the students it works with in the following way:
Multilingual learners include both international students 
and US students — anyone whose first language is not En-
glish or who was raised with multiple languages. We use this 
term to acknowledge the importance and influence of en-
gaging with multiple languages simultaneously even when 
using a single idiom to work or study, as well as the larger 
multilingual context of the classroom. We also use the ac-
ronym ELL to mean English Language Learning, as a way 
of identifying offerings specific to advancing English profi-
ciency. (RISD Center for Arts & Language Webpage, 2019)
The following section will discuss the terms “Multilingual learner” 
and “English Language Learner” as they fit within the context of 
RISD and the literature written on these terms.
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“English Language Learner” 
Despite the view of some specialists (Lindhal, 2015; Shapiro, 2014) 
that the term English Language Learner or eLL is outdated and 
perhaps no longer should be used in the field, it was a term that 
emerged frequently in the literature on the topics related to my 
thesis. (Bergey, 2018) (Harrison & Shi, 2016). While some argue that 
eLL is a label that should only apply to students in K-12 settings who 
are actively receiving English language instruction via a teacher or 
an English language course, (America’s Promise Alliance Website, 
2019), eSLTeacher.org maintains that “eLL is a universally accept-
ed term for English language learners in the K-12 setting, as well 
as among adult non-native English speakers who in the process of 
learning English.” (eSL TeacherEdu Webpage, accessed 2019). The 
National Council of Teachers of English adopts a similar position, not 
qualifying the eLL label as necessarily being paired with programs 
of instruction (i.e., study of English in an English-speaking country), 
saying “The term eLL refers to a complex, heterogeneous range 
of students who are in the process of learning English.” (National 
Council of Teachers of English Website, 2019).
However, two complications may arise when students who speak 
more than one language are referred to as “English Language Learn-
ers” at institutions like RISD, one practical and one social. RISD is, 
Door to RISD’s Center for 
Arts & Language. 
Source: RISD Webpage
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after all, a place where students come to learn the practice and study 
of art and design, and not only to learn English. This is a key dis-
tinction for those that hold that eLL means to be “actively” learning 
English. At RISD, language learning is, if not incidental then at least 
secondary to art and design content, as it is for all learners. As one 
person pointed out in one of my informal conversations as I began 
researching these ideas, “You’re an English language learner too, 
aren’t you? You’re still learning new words in English all of the time.” 
The second complication in using “eLL” to describe speakers of 
other languages at RISD is a socio-linguistic one. Emergent writing in 
the TeSOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) field 
suggests that the understanding of students as “English Language 
Learners” is often paired with a kind of deficit discourse that perme-
ates students’ lives in and outside of the classroom. (Shapiro, 2014). 
The terms often associated with “English language learner” and 
that almost always emerge in conversations about language at RISD 
and beyond, like “low proficiency”, “language barrier”, and “limited 
English” carry with them, for some, stigmatization and an under-
standing of speakers of other languages as a “problem” rather than 
a strength in the classroom. Suggestions for shifting our language 
away from a deficit model (“low proficiency” becomes “emerging 
English” for example) can be found across recent TeSOL publica-
tions. (Lindhahl, 2015; Mitchell, 2016; Ortmeier-Hooper, 2016). 
Use of the term “eLL” is further complicated when we take into 
account that all international students attending RISD must be ad-
mitted with a score of 93 or above on their TOeFL (Test of English as 
a Foreign Language). (RISD Admissions Webpage, 2019). Despite on-
going debate around the TOeFL (which includes discussion about ac-
cess and financial feasibility, whether or not it is a good assessment 
tool, and cheating scandals, among other questions and concerns) 
a 93 score is considered by the test makers to translate to upper 
“intermediate level” to a “high level” of reading, speaking, listening, 
and writing. (eTS website, 2019). Here another question emerges in 
the conversations around language at RISD: Is it fitting to call a grad-
uate student who passed a demanding test with a high score an “En-
glish Language Learner” when she is at an (relatively) advanced level 
of understanding and communicating in English? Especially as we 
increasingly hear eLL used in K-12 contexts where students in need 
receive daily eSL (English as a second language) support, the term 
“eLL”, for some, better represents younger students who are actively 
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learning English and are at a more emergent level of linguistic and 
intellectual understanding, rather than a graduate student taking 
high-level coursework in English. (Lindhal, 2015; Hernandez, 2017).
However, not everyone feels that the labels eLL, English Learn-
er, or Non-Native English Speaker are reductive or negative. (Park, 
2012). In her 2012 article in TeSOL Quarterly titled “‘I Am Never 
Afraid of Being Recognized as an NNeS’: One Teacher’s Journey in 
Claiming and Embracing Her Nonnative-Speaker Identity”, Gloria 
Park describes via case study how one of her students was able to 
claim and celebrate her non-native speaker identity while simul-
taneously claiming other and distinct strengths, weaknesses, and 
multiple, intersecting language and cultural identities. 
For some, the term eLL is a useful one—just as a learning disabili-
ty label (another label used in education that invites similar debates 
about labeling and stigma) might allow a student to gain under-
standing of herself, her strengths, and her needs, and cue to her 
teachers that while she may bring with her assets, she also brings 
with her needs that may require differentiated teaching strategies. 
I want to be clear here: I am not equating learning another language 
with a learning disability, but rather suggesting that debates about 
the “eLL” label and various “disability” labels often take on a simi-
lar character. For many educators, to deny a student a needed label 
is to do a disservice to the student. Authors Henley, Ramsey, and 
Algozzine (in their conference paper “Labeling and Disadvantages 
of Labeling” summarize a key point from early pioneers of “disabil-
ity” labels Hallahan and Kauffman, “Labeling has led to the develop-
ment of specialized teaching methods, assessment approaches, and 
behavioral interventions that are useful for teachers of all students 
(Hallahan & Kauffman, 1982).” (Henley, Ramsey & Algozzine, 2010, 
p. 1). This is to say: not only might the label help teachers use tar-
geted strategies to address certain needs of the labeled student, but 
these strategies almost always are to the benefit of every student in 
the classroom. 
For one student, a label might allow her to access the things she 
needs. However, for another student, the experience of having a 
label may be humiliating and isolating. Labels of any sort bring with 
them evolving connotations, the perceptions of which differ individ-
ually, generationally, and between educators. Institutions sometimes 
find themselves navigating tricky terrain when making decisions 
about the use of labels that are, for some, deeply personal. 
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Use of the term eLL can, for some, coincide with a deficit men-
tality: views as shortsighted and defeating as “send her to the 
writing center, she needs serious help with her English.” Use of the 
term eLL can also pair with viewpoints more expansive and inclu-
sive, like, “I am going to think about how I can be a better teacher 
to my eLL students, and thus be a better teacher to all students.” 
In short, While eLL can be viewed as representative of a defi-
cit-based understanding of difference, for others it is a practical, 
even helpful term.
“Multilingual Learner”
As noted previously, RISD’s Center for Arts and Language defines 
“multilingual learners” as “both international students and US 
students — anyone whose first language is not English or who was 
raised with multiple languages.” (RISD Center for Arts & Language 
Webpage, 2019) To use the term “multilingual student” or “multi-
lingual learner” can represent a relatively simple shift to a more 
inclusive, strength-based term for students who speak more than 
one language. (Mitchell, 2016). It can also represent complex at-
titudes towards and understandings of language differences that 
both coincide with and differ from those related to the label “En-
glish Language Learner.” 
Multilingual is a label, while “Multilingualism” is a theory and 
a phenomenon that holds that to be multilingual in today’s world 
is an asset. (Edwards, 2012). This is one of the primary reasons for 
using what is perceived by its users to be a strength-based term: 
to say “multilingual learner” can be a way of highlighting the fact 
that the student in question, rather than lacking something in the 
classroom, may actually have a competitive edge over a monolin-
gual student. Multilingualism also recognizes the many forms of 
language a speaker uses even with one dialect (for example, the 
way you speak with your mother may be different than the way you 
speak with your teacher, and so on). (Higgins, 2009). This theory 
addresses too the many forms a language takes when spoken by dif-
ferent groups of people, for example, the English that is spoken in 
the United States, Ghana, India, China, and the UK will all be differ-
ent, and within those places there will be variation with each group, 
community, and individual. No version of English is better than 
another. (Higgins, 2009.) Multilingualism holds also that languag-
es cannot be always be neatly categorized and are subject to the 
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“changing realities of urban life, with enhanced mobility, shifting 
populations, social upheaval, health and climate crises, increased 
access to diverse media, particularly forms of popular culture, and 
new technologies” (Higgins, 2009, p. ix).
Clearly, multilingualism and its related ideas and pedagogies 
extend beyond just a strength-based label. In some cases, multilin-
gualism presents a challenge to the status quo in teaching English to 
Speakers of Other Languages (TeSOL). The literature on multilingual-
ism in TeSOL education, correspondingly, reveals a conflicted field. 
(Nuske, 2018). As TeSOL educator Jim Cummins wrote in 2009, mul-
tilingualism, in part, challenges the centuries old “assumption that 
English language teaching (eLT) should be conducted monolingually 
through English.” (p. 317). For centuries teachers have assumed that 
in order to successfully teach a foreign language, they should do so 
with limited interference from the native language. Multilingualism, 
in one of its forms, welcomes the use of many languages in teaching 
English. (Cummins, 2009). Multilingual education, likewise, uses (or 
at least accepts) many languages of instruction and communication.
Vivian Zamel (2004) in her chapter in her book on multilingual 
learners in higher education, “Strangers in Academia”, describes 
another split between eSOL teachers, also related to multilingualism. 
She describes two approaches to teaching students who speak mul-
tiple languages: one of which, described below, embraces the “catch 
them up” and “send them to the writing center” way of looking at 
language differences. 
Bartholomae’s (1986) article, “Inventing the University” is 
often cited and called upon to argue that students need to 
approximate and adopt the ‘specialized discourse of the uni-
versity’. In the ESOL literature, a reductive version of this 
position has been embraced by professionals who maintain 
that the role that ESOL coursework ought to play is one of 
preparing students for the expectations and demands of dis-
cipline-specific communities across the curriculum (p.12) 
Zamel (2004) highlights the beliefs of a different set of eSOL educa-
tors, who believe that the kind of thinking described above, “blinds 
us to the logic, intelligence, and richness of students’ processes and 
judgments.” (p.12). She goes onto to describe that the work of these 
educators often involves trying…
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to read students’ texts to see what is there rather than what 
isn’t, resisting generalizations about literacy and intelligence 
that are made on the basis of judgments about standards of 
correctness and form, and suspending our judgments about the 
alternative rhetorical approaches our students adopt. (p.14.)
But what is left out when we say “multilingual learner”? With any 
strength-based label, it is possible that we run the risk of leaving out 
important information out or painting an overly rosy picture of an 
educational situation that is actually fraught with controversy and 
misunderstanding. As someone in one of my informal conversations 
about these topics said to me, ironically, “I know seventy-five words 
in Spanish, does that make me multilingual? I think that term might 
miss that these students are being underserved, even if it does high-
light the strengths of being a speaker of many languages in today’s 
world.” And, just as “eLL” is arguably not a fitting term until RISD has 
English language instruction courses for credit, until RISD actually 
becomes multilingual in its instruction, “multilingual learner” may, 
too, not be an apt term.
Conversations about Pedagogies for Inclusion at RISD: 
Decolonize the Curriculum
RISD’s 2017 Social Equity and Inclusion Plan uses inclusive language 
throughout its writing that considers the experiences and contexts 
of multiple identities to frame “the issues at stake and articulate the 
exact scope and intent of their recommendations.” (RISD SeI Plan, 
2017, p. 9). The experiences and needs of international students are 
addressed directly just once, at the end of a paragraph on historical-
ly marginalized groups: 
As a community, we must take decisive, concrete, and sustained 
action to address the systemic marginalization of certain 
groups (historical legacies of oppression based on race and 
class, for example) that continues to limit their access to and 
participation in higher education. We also recognize the need 
to better address the particular concerns of our growing inter-
national student population. (RISD SEI Action Plan, 2017, p. 12).
The SeI action plan, by way of mentioning international students 
only in this one sentence, seems to include them broadly in its 
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for Anti-Columbus Day Tour. 
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Decolonize Your Syllabus graphic 
and tweet. 
Source: https://liberatedgenius.com/ 
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proposal, perhaps rightly assuming that they are suitably account-
ed for in the expansive work proposed. I feel it necessary to inter-
rogate this further: Do, for instance, the “particular concerns of 
our growing international student population” in fact align with the 
work of Strategic Plan? Do orientations to pedagogical change and 
inclusion like “Decolonize the Curriculum” (which has been a front 
page SeI agenda item) account for the needs and experiences of 
international students?
In recent years, RISD has joined the nationwide trend toward 
“decolonizing”—which has included efforts toward decolonizing the 
museum, the curriculum, and the art and design field at large. When 
RISD recently published its Strategic Plan for 2020-2027, decoloniz-
ing art and design emerged as a prominent goal (one outcome of the 
strategic plan was identified as “contribut[ing] to the decolonization 
of our disciplines and fields of study.”) (RISD NeXT: Strategic Plan for 
2020–2027, 2019, p. 14).
Decolonization can be specifically or broadly defined. Decolonize 
this Place, an activist collective that became famous in the past few 
years during protests of problematic museum collections and mu-
seum ties to corporate and colonial practices (most notably at the 
Whitney Museum), describes their practice of decolonization spe-
cifically, as “an action-oriented movement centering around Indige-
nous struggle, Black liberation, free Palestine, global wage workers 
and de-gentrification.” (Decolonize This Place Webpage, 2019). More 
broadly speaking, “decolonization” seeks to divest institutions of 
their often white, male, colonial, western and Eurocentric perspec-
tives and values. Matthew Shenoda described decolonizing the 
curriculum as urgent work for the SeI Office in an interview upon 
his arrival: “RISD has already been working to change its curriculum 
to address the fact that huge bodies of knowledge are missing from 
the conversation. I need to learn where faculty members are hitting 
roadblocks and leverage resources to help overcome them.” (RISD 
Webpage, Matthew Shenoda Interview, 2018). Courses like “Decolo-
nize Design” and “Race and Repair in the Museum” are increasingly 
populating RISD’s course catalogue. 
Often in conversations about languages differences at RISD, de-
colonizing the curriculum is proposed as a way of addressing some 
of the challenges, biases, oversights, and misunderstandings that 
can arise in a multilingual, multicultural environment. A decol-
onized curriculum might have great potential when it comes to 
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addressing inequities related to language that occur in the class-
room and beyond. For example, “decolonize the curriculum” is 
well positioned to take apart the languages, and the cultures some-
times attached to them, that western education systems privilege. 
It is also positioned to introduce inclusive teaching strategies that 
do not assume that “universal” context is western, white, and male, 
that do not consider one group of people to be monolithic, and 
which reject much of the problematic teaching and learning that 
has gone on for centuries at high education institutions around 
the world. 
As eSOL specialist and author Vivian Zamel (2004) claims, “Like 
other prominent debates in higher education on reforming the 
canon and the implications of diversity, the attempt to explore and 
interrogate what we do is slowly reconfiguring the landscape and 
blurring the well-defined and stable academic community.” (p. 14). 
Zamel further outlines how this interrogation of the educational 
status quo might be useful to the multilingual learner and to fac-
ulty, especially in situations in which students write and teachers 
“correct.” She explains how the marking up of a paper might invite 
a new way of thinking:
The conflicts and struggles that inevitably mark the 
teaching of writing are viewed as instructive, because 
they allow students and teachers to ‘reposition’ them-
selves, because they raise questions about conventional 
thinking bout instruction and challenge us to imagine 
alternative pedagogies (Zamel, 2004, p. 14). 
In short, a decolonized curriculum might prompt professors to 
think about how they view “mistakes” and the ways those mistakes 
are culturally and ideologically informed. While a decolonized cur-
riculum will aid students and teachers in their understanding and 
enacting of inclusion and equity, it is important to point out that 
speakers of languages other than English are not always colonized 
peoples nor always members of historically under-represented 
groups. For example, the majority of RISD’s international and mul-
tilingual students are Chinese, (comprising around 30% of RISD’s 
total graduate student population) meaning that they are neither an 
underrepresented group globally nor an underrepresented group 
on campus. (Public Tableau, RISD Institutional Research 2017–2018 
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Academic Year, accessed 2019) As RISD undertakes numerous efforts 
in “decolonizing”, it is important to examine the ways in which these 
efforts may actually be distinct from the possibly separate needs or 
expectations of multilingual, international students. 
While “Decolonize the Curriculum” has taken on many meanings, 
author Nicholas Mirzeoff (2017) describes its original close ties to 
issues of race and racial hierarchy stating:
Let’s call this strategy decolonizing, in affiliation with South 
Africa’s “decolonize the curriculum” movement. Students at the 
University of Cape Town began to protest the prominent presence 
of a statue of the arch-imperialist Cecil Rhodes on their campus 
in 2015 using #RhodesMustFall…What is central here is that 
decolonizing is not simply about content but about “hierarchical 
relations of authority,” to borrow a phrase from South African 
student activist Brian Kamanzi. As mentioned above, that 
hierarchy is what has been called “race.” (Mirzeoff, 2017, p. 13).
Mirzeoff also identifies here that the expansive goals of “decolonize 
the curriculum” may sometimes be eclipsed by a different, smaller, 
and perhaps more approachable goal to those in power, which is to 
change the content of the curriculum.  One common example is for 
faculty to adjust the reading list or the artists they show to include 
more underrepresented or marginalized identities in the attempt 
of being more inclusive. As Mirzeoff makes clear, some educators do 
not realize that changing curriculum content is merely a good first 
step, and that decolonizing the curriculum needs to focus on the 
discourse that occurs in the classroom, namely, how we decenter 
the traditional exploitation of authority given to teachers by their 
positions as experts and faculty members. (Mirzeoff, 2017).
To simply “have fewer white authors in the syllabus” is to miss 
the core of “decolonize the curriculum”, Mirzeoff argues, which is 
about upending hierarchies and creating institutions, “whether uni-
versity, museum, gallery or whatever – that [don’t] reproduce white 
supremacy, that doesn’t represent a prison, in which there isn’t 
expropriated labor, there isn’t extinction, and there isn’t genocide.” 
(p. 21). While the author makes clear that “decolonize the curricu-
lum” concerns itself not only with race and “hierarchical relations of 
authority”, he points out that its history has been closely tied to race 
and unsettling white supremacy. (Mirzeoff, 2017). 
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The work of decolonizing the curriculum should benefit every-
one. Decolonization, as Subedi (2013) argues, should have a global 
orientation with the direct goal of developing a more equitable 
world, not just a country or institution: “The decolonizing curricu-
lum is invested in the politics of changing social norms so that it can 
work toward developing a more equitable global society.” (p. 636.) 
Ideally, decolonizing the curriculum will be able to address intersec-
tional issues of race, power, language, gender, economic status, and 
all and other identities. However, because of its historical proximity 
to issues of race, it might be most primed to undo United States-spe-
cific issues of race and power, rather than problematic cross-cultur-
al encounters.  
In the classroom, international students and speakers of multiple 
languages may face similar or overlapping biases as the marginal-
ized and historically underrepresented groups that decolonizing 
the curriculum and many of the SeI initiatives are prepared to take 
apart. However, it is possible that the distinct identities and needs 
of multilingual international students may not always align with the 
expectations of “decolonized curriculum.”
Notably, language marginalization can according to Balfour (2016) 
be left out of conversations about decolonization. As author and 
professor Robert John Balfour writes, “universities are absorbed in 
debates about fee structures, free education, and decolonizing the 
curriculum, but amid these debates – particularly on the issue of 
decolonisation – academia is ignoring what could be a fundamental 
force for change: language.” (Balfour, October 3, 2016). For Balfour, 
the insistence of the use of a English as a lingua franca at an institu-
tion where other languages are widely spoken is at the core of the 
“colonial problem”; “When the audience to which you speak is multi-
lingual; and you seek to develop and reach people with words, using 
more than one language is important.” (Balfour, October 3, 2016). 
Decolonizing the curriculum may have real merit for RISD as 
it works toward creating more inclusive and equitable classrooms. 
However, decolonization can, perhaps, also be interpreted and prac-
ticed in ways may still miss certain perspectives and orientations to 
the world and to teaching and learning.
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Chapter Conclusion
I have summarized some of the literature on multilingual interna-
tional students’ experience at art schools, the various labels used 
to describe speakers of multiple languages and the literature sur-
rounding these labels, and finally the turn toward decolonization 
as current thinking at RISD about a pedagogical step forward in 
addressing the classroom experiences of its diverse population. I re-
view these ideas and writings as a way of framing the student inter-
views that appear in the following section, asking, “Do their experi-
ences as they have described them coincide with the literature, with 
the discussion around labels, and the ongoing conversations about 
pedagogy at RISD? Do these students describe similar experiences 
as the literature, use any of the same terms, talk about decoloniza-
tion as an interest or solution?” This chapter, Chapter 2, has largely 
described what administrators, researchers, TeSOL educators posit 
about the multilingual international student experiences, while the 
following chapter sheds light on a select group of multilingual, inter-
national graduate students’ experience as they describe it. ◆ 
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Universal Design for Learning
As I reviewed some of the significant understandings of and re-
search on the experiences of multilingual, international students 
within the art education and TeSOL fields, I simultaneously became 
increasingly interested in pedagogies for inclusion. I began to look 
seriously at a framework for accessible learning called Universal De-
sign for Learning (UDL), which became integral to my research and 
which I would use to shape my interview questions. Increasingly, I 
came to view this framework as a suitable pedagogy for the variabili-
ty of learners at RISD.
Universal Design for Learning (UDL), as described by its creators 
Anne Meyer and David Rose, “is a research-based set of principles to 
guide the design of learning environments that are accessible and ef-
fective for all.” (CAST Website, accessed 2019). Originally motivated by 
a need to create accessible learning environments to students who do 
not fit the “typical” learning profile (students with learning disabili-
ties, visual and hearing impairments, for example), UDL is now broad-
ly understood and adapted because accessible and differentiated 
instruction is found to be good for all students, regardless of ability or 
background. In short, rather than asking teachers to go “out of their 
way” to build in accommodations for “atypical” students, curricula is 
designed to be accessible to all. (Snow, 2018). This helps teachers, by 
not asking them to write twenty lesson plans for twenty students, and 
students, by relieving them of the burden of asking for help. 
Multiple points of access and expression is the defining feature of 
Universal Design for Learning. In a UDL curriculum, students have 
multiple options in each of these three learning domains: Engage-
ment (the “why” of learning), Representation (the “what” of learning), 
and Action and Expression (the “how” of learning). (Meyer, 2014). The 
authors elaborate on these guidelines at length, for example, “Provid-
ing Multiple means of Engagement” is divided into three sub-catego-
What do international, multilingual graduate students identify 
as helping their learning and what do they identify as hindering 
their learning? Is Universal Design for Learning (UDL) an 
appropriate framework for teaching and learning for the 
interviewed multilingual, international students?
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To use a Rubik’s cube as an analogy for UDL 
in the classroom, we can see that the first 
Rubik’s cube pictured excludes users who are 
blind or colorblind. The second version, which 
is colorless and embossed with Braille offers 
access to blind users but now excludes those 
who rely on sight. The third Rubik’s cube 
pictured utilizes both embossed symbols that 
can be quickly decoded by users who are blind 
and also uses color which is useful for sighted 
users. This is how UDL ideally functions in the 
classroom, with multiple points of access built 
in to one model.
Source: https://blog.worldcampus.psu.edu/
universal-design-for-learning-penn-state-world-
campuss-approach-to-course-design/
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ries, “Provide Options for Recruiting Interest”, “Provide Options for 
Sustaining Effort and Persistence” and “Provide Options for Self-Reg-
ulation”, each of which is then outlined in greater detail. 
Universal Design for Learning predicts and accounts for the fact 
that everyone learns differently, but at the same time is careful not 
to treat learners categorically by suggesting that “different kinds 
of learners belong in distinct groups.” (Meyer, 2014, p.85). Meyer, 
Rose, and Gordon claim that in theory and practice, two equally 
flawed ways of perceiving of learner variability commonly occur: 
one, that everyone learns differently and these differences fall into 
discrete categories that do not overlap with each other, and two, that 
everyone learns differently and so there is no possible way we can 
categorize learners or predict what they will need. (Meyer, 2014). 
UDL addresses both of these misconceptions: “Variability is largely 
systematic and predictable across the three classes of learning (af-
fect, recognition, strategy.) That predictability can be used as a basic 
for designing flexible options that will reach most learners.” (Meyer, 
2014, p. 85). 
This understanding of the complexities of individual experi-
ence while still accounting for the predictability of certain students’ 
strengths and needs is a significant theme in discussions of the ex-
periences of multilingual, international students. Likewise, the idea 
of not grouping people by their cultural and ethnic backgrounds and 
instead celebrating and providing space for their differences clearly 
aligns with the literature in the decolonizing the curriculum space. 
As I deepened my literature review, UDL seemed to provide some 
answers for me to the following resonating question: 
How do we properly recognize that this population is greatly 
varied, with different backgrounds, languages, expectations, 
desires, ways of learning, while still also acknowledging 
that a considerable body of research supports that some of 
these students may have similar strengths and needs? 
It seemed to me that at an art school like RISD, where diverse learn-
ers and learning styles are expected and where diverse outcomes 
are celebrated, UDL was perfectly positioned to meet the needs of 
multilingual, international students and, importantly, all students. 
This is a institution where students thrive on making, expressing 
themselves through multiple means and media, and UDL is a peda-
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gogy that makes room for, even celebrates, just that. Furthermore, 
because there seemed to be division and uncertainty about how to 
speak about, let alone address, language and cultural differences at 
RISD (should we say non-native English speaker? English language 
learner? Multilingual student?) it seemed that research-based strat-
egies that intentionally did not target one type of learner was fitting 
for an institution that had very different ways of conceptualizing 
the strengths and needs of its students. UDL seemed, in my view, to 
resonate strongly with artistic learning and learners, and with RISD’s 
ongoing work toward social equity and inclusion.
Using the Principles of Universal Design for Learning to 
Interpret Interview Findings
Using Universal Design for Learning framework as my guide, I de-
veloped a research instrument that identified UDL teaching prac-
tices at RISD without those practices being specifically named. As I 
interpreted my interview findings, I was looking for evidence in my 
interviewees’ responses that teachers at RISD were already using 
UDL and that it made for successful teaching and learning for the 
students I interviewed. I was also looking for possible evidence that 
UDL alone may not address the needs or experiences of multilingual, 
international students. Responses often touched on several themes 
at once; for example, a student saying that he appreciated being able 
to email his professor to talk about his process is representative of 
both a preference for an alternative mode of expression to speaking 
in class and an appreciation for being seen, known, and understood 
through one-on-one interaction. Expectations, attitudes, and expe-
riences that surfaced in more than three interviews became themes 
that I analyze further in the following sections.
Certain themes that were revealed in my interviews were “ex-
pected” findings; many of the experiences, perceived challenges, 
and needs of the group I interviewed corresponded with those of 
multilingual international students referenced in the literature. I 
was not surprised to find, for example, that students enjoyed mak-
ing art over listening to lectures or that it was helpful to have lists 
of terms, PowerPoints, and other strategies in place for making 
language visible and clear. Other findings were surprising or more 
nuanced than I could have anticipated. Part I of this section outlines 
expected findings that directly align with the language of UDL and 
Part II outlines the findings that stood apart from UDL.
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Part I
Interview Themes 
that Aligned with the 
Principles of UDL
Preference for Studio-Centered Learning
“The studio and the seminar class I think are very 
different so…I like the former one.”—Student 1
An expected finding was that the students I spoke with preferred 
studio classes to seminar classes. This was evidenced in the mo-
ments in which students described their favorite classes (out of 
eight interviews, seven described their favorite classes as being 
studio classes, and the one student that did not, described a thesis 
class in which he was designing his own research and learning). 
Student 3 said, “The class I really enjoyed is…well I enjoyed most of 
my studio classes.” His qualification of studio classes, and not most 
of his “classes” in general might suggest that studio classes, and 
not seminar classes, are enjoyable to him. The clear preference for 
studio learning perhaps could be because making-oriented classes 
offer a relief from language-based expression for speakers of other 
languages, but perhaps more important, I conducted my interviews 
an art school. It is likely that a poll of RISD students conducted 
without any regard to first language or background would indicate 
a preference for studio classes because this is a student popula-
tion that identifies as artists and designers and who have come to 
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a school of art and design to create and refine their practices. The 
learning domain of “making” and “creating” is comfortable for art 
students and the reasons for engaging in this kind of learning are 
justified and clear. 
Beyond just a preference for making, when asked what their favor-
ite class was, most of the interview subjects described studio classes, 
but more than half specifically referenced studio classes that were 
outside their department or which offered new studio techniques, 
experimentation, or experiential learning that they did not ordinari-
ly experience in the studio classes within their concentration. Four 
students described favorite classes as being Wintersession classes 
in which they took glassmaking, panting, jewelry, and papermaking 
respectively (all of which were classes outside of their departments, 
that they enrolled in “for fun” and because they wanted to try some-
thing “new.”) Another student, an architecture student, described her 
favorite class as being about traditional Korean hanok structures, and 
which involved a trip to South Korea during spring break. It seemed 
that, among the group I spoke to, there was additionally a preference 
for “new” and “different” studio classes in which experimentation 
and a sense of play was involved. Student 8 described this as a way of 
becoming better in her chosen field: “I just feel that if we touch on 
[even] a little bit of another area, even just the basics, basic knowl-
A RISD student working in 
her studio in the BEB building. 
Source: RISD Webpage: 
The Studio and Beyond
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edge of that, [this] also helps for me to change my mind. I don’t want 
to just stick with [my medium], I want to have a new mindset.” 
While only one student spoke overtly about studio classes in re-
lation to seminar classes, I sensed that for most students there was 
a comparison being made between the two, and a clear preference 
for classes that did not rely on reading, writing, and group discus-
sion emerged.
Preference for Multiple Means of Engagement, 
Expression, and Representation
Student interviews seemed to support the defining claim that UDL 
makes, which is that providing multiple means of engagement, ex-
pression, and representation is helpful for everyone. For the students 
I spoke to, this meant that professors did more than just lecture, and 
for students, in expressing what they learned they were given options 
beyond “write about it” or “talk about it.” Five students, in different 
ways, mentioned teachers’ use of alternatives or supplements to 
verbal communication as making a class experience positive for them. 
Four students, when describing a class that was enjoyable, mentioned 
professors drawing while they explained something, while others 
talked about appreciating the ability to have email exchanges with 
their professors, to watch suggested YouTube tutorials, and to read 
books or printed directions after a professor explained something.
Student 2 described a class in which there were not multiple 
means of engagement and representation as being why she disliked 
it: “It was just sitting there for three hours and most days the teacher 
wouldn’t get up or draw anything…it was just talking….” She went 
on, “Even though we’re graduate students we still need to be engaged.” 
Two students, when asked if their teachers could do something 
to make their classroom experience more positive, said that they 
would appreciate a list of key terms that would appear over the 
course of the class, written out, defined, and provided early in the 
semester. Several students referenced PowerPoints specifically, es-
pecially ones that were shown in class and then shared via email or 
on the course’s website, when talking about “enjoyable” classes.
Some interviewees spoke about enjoying have options to express 
themselves outside of just speaking in class. Student 1 described 
liking classes where she’s not always called upon to speak in class 
but can demonstrate her understanding in other ways. Describing a 
group discussion that she said worked for her, she said:
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Students described being 
provided lists of key terms as 
being helpful to their learning. 
Source: https://smashingmagazine.
com/2009/05/useful-glossaries-for-
web-designers-and-developers/
Four students mentioned that it 
is helpful when professors draw 
while they explain something. 
Source: https://youtube.com/
watch?v=2y9GlmOPT2w
One student described watching 
YouTube tutorials on glassmaking 
to review techniques shown in 
class. Source: https://youtube.com/
watch?v=5qgtWunYHwQ
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“My classmates, they may be more familiar with the context and 
they will talk more and the instructors won’t point at you and 
say, ‘You, you speak about this’ and the next one… ‘You, what do 
you think?’ They [professors] just feel like we don’t have to speak.”
For Student 1, being asked to speak in class made her feel put on the 
spot, but she understood the content and wanted to demonstrate 
that. She went on to say:
“[These teachers] they make me feel more comfortable in their 
class. I don’t like talk. Especially in front of a lot of people. 
But I can read, I can write…so they will read my response but 
they do not necessarily call to me to rephrase and repeat.” 
Student 1’s emphasis on not having to “rephrase and repeat” in class 
discussion seems to indicate either that discussion can be, for her, 
a recapitulation of what she has already expressed via writing or 
that speaking in class is an experience in which she is frequently 
misunderstood and is asked to repeat herself. Interpreted either 
way, Student 1’s response does not seem to reflect experiences in or 
perceptions of class discussion as leading to greater understanding 
or meaningful learning. 
The preference for multiple means of engagement, expres-
sion, and expression was also an expected finding, as UDL research 
supports the idea that offering differentiated instruction support 
all learners. The students I spoke to described classes that they felt 
comfortable in as being ones that offered alternatives or supple-
ments to language-based expression, and which permitted students 
to create output other than writing and in-class public speaking.
Preference for Transparency of Plans, Objectives, and 
Motivations for Learning
“First, I think professors need to tell the students their plan, clear-
ly. And their teaching goals the first class. So students will know 
what we learn, what we’ll be doing. And it’s really helpful to guide 
students to think and it’s good for students to manage our time.”
UDL asks teachers to, in order to make learning accessible to all 
students, “Heighten salience of goals and objectives.” In short, UDL 
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holds that it benefits learners to make transparent the “why” of 
learning. This can mean letting students know why you think what 
they are doing or learning is important, explaining why assignments 
are given, previewing what the plan for the day is, or clearly outlin-
ing learning objectives in syllabi or in projects. (Meyer, 2014).
Five of the students I interviewed expressed a desire for greater 
clarity and transparency in their classes. When asked if there was 
one change her teachers at RISD could make to make her experience 
more positive, Student 1 said the following: 
“I think be more clear. Not only clear about terms, but clear 
about the objectives, clear about the outcomes. Their wishes 
for you. Yeah, many professors speak some vague things and 
I don’t really know the standards so I will get confused.”
Another student, Student 4, spoke about how she perceived the 
homework assigned for a class and the in-class discussion to have 
nothing to do with each other; “the lecture and homework didn’t 
match.” In both Student 1 and Student 3’s interviews, transparency 
of plans seemed to be linked directly to being able to meet the teach-
er’s demands. For Student 3, knowing what assignments were com-
ing up and the importance of each assignment helped him “manage 
[his] time” and for Student 1 the professor’s vagueness led to her not 
understanding “the standards” and getting “confused.” 
Student 2 credited the intentional and transparent design of her 
class as being central to why she liked it so much: “I liked it because 
it was mostly making…but also because I thought the class was very 
well structured…all the different dynamics had a reason for being 
there and I think it added up.” For Student 3, email offered a clearer, 
less effortful way of communicating (providing multiple means of 
communication) with his professor because he lacks confidence in 
his English speaking, but also a preview of the day’s plan that served 
as a roadmap to fall back on when he got “confused” in studio. He said:
“Just before the class, the professor emails us the introduc-
tion of the projects. I like the introductions of the projects, it’s 
very clear. But during studio I get confused a lot…Because 
also speaking for me is not so good, I think it’s useful for stu-
dents to write emails to professors to say what’s going on 
with the process and the professor can reply by email.”
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Student 1 spoke to this same phenomenon of not always following 
what is going on in class, but appreciating have the option to refer-
ence back to the plan for the day, and after class, review techniques 
via supplemental materials provided by the professor, saying:
“PowerPoints help a lot because I am not familiar with 
this field. So during the class time I may not under-
stand some process, how they make it, but they will show 
us step by step, and after class I can watch the videos 
and look through the PowerPoints they prepared.”
For Student 3 and Student 1, multiple means of representation and 
expression (PowerPoint, email) combined with clear objectives and 
plans (previewing the day’s plan, outlining the technique covered in 
that day’s class) helped their learning. Following from offering many 
ways to access learning (“how” they learn), demystifying the why of 
learning and being transparent about plans and objectives seemed 
to be resoundingly supported by both UDL and by my interviewees.
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Part II
Beyond Universal 
Design for Learning
The following themes neither conflicted nor competed with the 
principles of Universal Design for Learning, but, at the same time, 
are not directly addressed by UDL. These themes may in fact fit with-
in the UDL framework in several ways, but seemed to sometimes 
describe phenomena that were specific to the multilingual, interna-
tional experience. 
Perception that RISD Values the Conceptual over the Technical 
Five students expressed the view that “RISD” (and what “RISD” 
meant was not always made explicit, but seemed to mean profes-
sors) valued the conceptual over the technical. These students didn’t 
seem to feel that this was always a negative thing, but occasionally 
expressed that they sometimes they wanted more technical guid-
ance. In the case of one student, Student 5, the perceived value on 
the conceptual over the technical was helpful to him, lessening what 
he described as his “language problem”:
“Sometimes I feel like they don’t really care how you speak 
but they care about your design thinking and your proj-
ect. That’s the core, that’s why we came here to learn.”
Student 8, who had studied her craft in her home country, came to 
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Conceptual Architectural Model. 
Source: https://www.archisoup.com/
architecture-concept-models
Architectural Model. 
Designer: Malet Thibaut
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RISD with considerable technical experience, specifically hoping to 
augment her conceptual understanding:
“I really have training experience on [name of craft], so I’m going 
to RISD to absorb more about the thinking, thinking of [my craft]. 
And some different concepts, because my undergraduate degree 
is always focused on the skill, the technique, the craft, so I feel 
that would be a big, a big area for me to see something new.”
Student 6 described a moment in her first semester at RISD, as she 
talked about as class she didn’t enjoy, in which perceived values of 
“conceptual over technical” were made clear to her in way that was 
difficult and memorable.
“I remember this one thing very impressed [made an impression 
on] me. I spent fifteen hours to finish a model, I mean all night 
and some day time and the model is, I mean the crafting is very 
detailed, but maybe the concept is not so strong so my teacher is 
still criticizing on that model and he know I spend a lot of time 
on it because he can see it. He said, ‘You need to do it again.’”
Later she described this perceived value at greater length when 
asked if there was one change her teachers could make to create a 
more positive experience for her:
“I think pay more attention to real technique, not the con-
ceptual. But this is RISD’s style, it’s not a bad thing…Yeah 
I think that’s the style of RISD because I just went to com-
pany to interview and after they review my portfolio they 
ask me if this is your school’s style. Because it’s more like 
a thesis project, fantastic project, not a real one.”
Student 7, who is in a different department than Student 6, de-
scribed having the same feeling about RISD’s teaching culture, 
expressing that her favorite class was appreciated in part because it 
focused more on technical skill than the conceptual.
“RISD doesn’t really teach us how to use forms, every-
thing is really driven by conceptual idea so we don’t 
really talk about it what it look like or how it’s working vi-
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sually. Most times we just talk about what’s the thing that 
you’re talking about, whereas what does it look like?” 
Some students perceived of the value on conceptual over technical 
as positive, and others perceived of it more negatively, but over-
all, it seemed to me that most students who spoke about this idea 
acknowledged, in either a direct or veiled way, that this was a depar-
ture from their previous educational backgrounds.
Appreciation for Learning with Other International Students 
and/or International Teachers
Several of the students I spoke with expressed an appreciation for 
working with other international students, being in classes that were 
“diverse”, or being taught by teachers who are not originally from or 
had experience living outside the United States. 
For example, when asked a follow-up question about if one of her 
favorite classes had mostly individual work or group work, Student 
4 (who is not Chinese but is from another East Asian country) re-
sponded that she did have one group project and she felt like it was 
a positive experience because, “My group partner is Chinese and 
we had similar backgrounds so it’s easy to do something together.” 
Later in the interview, when asked about what her teachers in two 
of her favorite classes, she said the following: “I think both profes-
sors are from Europe, they’re both international, so I feel that they 
really care about us.” For Student 6, it seemed important that, while 
a favorite professor was American, he had spent time in her home 
country. She said:
“He’s very experienced, he has a very multicultural back-
ground, he went to China to teach for about two years 
and he is also familiar with the European system and 
also Asian culture. He respects students with differ-
ent backgrounds a lot. He’s quite kind and patient.” 
She went on to say that, “I think he’s originally from Italy because 
he can speak Italian, but he’s an American teacher.” Here, it seemed 
to not matter so much where the professor was from, as much as it 
was appreciated that he had experience living in another country, 
and perhaps specifically, her country. Describing the same class 
that this professor teaches, which she identified as her favorite at 
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RISD, she also described the diversity of her classmates; “And also 
in our section, our students are from almost all over the world…
Diversity is very obvious in our section.” Student 5 described the 
willingness to help on the part of his Italian professor, and specifi-
cally spoke about a moment where language differences did act as 
barrier to his learning or her teaching.
“She has a very strong will to help. Even sometimes, my 
software is Chinese, and she’s Italian, she doesn’t 
know any Chinese words, and I don’t know the soft-
ware (laughs)…but she still wants to help.” 
Student 1 described her favorite class she has taken at RISD so far in 
the following way, seeming to relate a more sensitive, inclusive class-
room to one that had more international students:
“It’s really relaxing because there are five internation-
al students in that class and the instructor is more 
sensitive to talk about the jargon. And they even have 
a list…a list of jargon in the field so that we can first 
learn how to use the words they’re talking about.” 
Later, Student 1 described a class she has not liked at RISD: “There 
is a class that I’m the only non-English speaker in the classroom and 
there are only a few of us and the instructor does a lot of sarcasm…
irony…so that’s problematic for me.” When asked if there is any-
thing his classmates do to make classes positive, Student 3, offered 
this answer: “Well, in our studio almost all of the students can speak 
Chinese, so we talk amongst ourselves and talk about ideas.”
Student 7 spoke about her first year at RISD, right after Donald 
Trump was elected president, and about the experience of working 
with American peers and professors during that time:
“In my first year, it was during the election and right after the 
election and a lot of people did work about politics and the 
history of America and I remember that people who are not from 
this country felt very excluded. I mean this is a very extreme 
case but in other cases when some student want to work with 
their own culture, it took so much time to prime those teach-
ers to understand what the bottom line is and they use all the 
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time that they have or just explaining what it is. So later on 
they just gave up doing their project essentially. In RISD [re-
dacted department name], the older teachers are from here 
or from Europe, and whereas a big demographic of [depart-
ment name] is not from here, so I think that’s kind of weird.”
While not an international professor, Student 4 described working 
with an American professor who was new to RISD (it was her first 
semester teaching here), and as a new student, feeling an affinity 
with her over their “newcomer” status. While she didn’t mention 
that her professor had an international or multicultural background, 
it seemed that what Student 4 appreciated about this professor was 
the mutual experience of adjusting to a new environment:
“It’s her first semester to teach at RISD—she’s a new teacher and I’m 
a new student and everyone in that class is a sophomore and only 
two people in that class are new…She [the professor] really wants 
to understand who I am and what my interesting points are.” 
More than half of my interviewees spoke to feeling some version of 
“newcomer” or “outsider” status at RISD, and expressed a sense of 
solidarity with others who were also currently experiencing or who 
had previously experienced being an “outsider” or “foreigner”. This 
was not limited to people who spoke the same language or who were 
from the same country as the interviewee, but seemed to inclusively 
recognize the shared experiences and challenges of living and work-
ing outside one’s native language and culture.
Preference for Feeling Seen, Known, 
and Understood by Professors
Student 4, in the quote above, exemplifies how “enjoying working 
with other international students and professors” carries over into 
a possibly distinct but still very-much related theme: the students 
I spoke to described, unsurprisingly, enjoying feeling seen, known, 
and understood by professors and classmates. This seemed to be 
made easier when working with classmates and professors who 
were also from international backgrounds. However, students also 
described positive class experiences in which their American pro-
fessors and classmates took time to get to know them, understand 
their interests, and backgrounds. 
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Student 2 described one of her American professors, and how 
much she liked that class because she of her sense that the pro-
fessor was really listening to students and adapting her teaching 
accordingly.
“One of our teachers really listened to us and [changed] 
and it’s really successful…And also…the relation-
ship makes us feel comfortable, like if there’s one week 
where I just can’t finish something, being able to write 
her and say ‘can I please send it two days later?’
Student 2 went on to say that she wasn’t asking for leniency or low-
ered expectations (“It’s not that I want graduate school to be easy”), 
but that her sense that her professor understood her and her ability 
made her feel comfortable asking for help on the rare occasions 
when it was really needed.
Student 7 described the teacher of her favorite class as someone 
who paid attention to each of her students’ respective work styles 
and interests:
“What I liked was the assignments were comparably simple 
but it was really focused on finding each student’s unique 
methodology. And I liked the fact that the teacher was aware 
that everybody works differently. So she changes her pa-
rameters when she would critique older students, so there 
was no comparing while she was teaching the class.”
Student 5 spoke about what the opposite of this “knowing each stu-
dent” looks like when answering the question “If you could ask your 
teachers to make one change to make you feel more successful, what 
would it be?” He said, “Teachers need to understand students’ point 
of view and help their projects go further…Not just their own idea 
and totally irrelevant to students’ work.”
Student 1 and Student 4 spoke about how one-on-one meetings 
made them feel respected and known by their teachers. For Student 
4, her professor met with her one-on-one after class to do an “ice-
breaking” game that helped the professor better understand her 
interests and learning styles. Student 1 described also doing an “ice-
breaker activity” with a class, and even though she didn’t love having 
to speak in front of everyone, she liked the idea that the professor 
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takes time to understand what influences, interests, and motivates 
each student. 
“I think for the activities she did at the first class [it would 
be good] if other instructors would do that. And be more 
private, [in a more] intimate way. So students would say 
something that’s harder for others to know. Yeah, I think 
we do have some secrets that will influence our study 
and life. If there is a way that teachers can know about 
that, maybe they will change their behavior. Or minds.”
Closely tied to notions of being seen and known by professors, stu-
dents seemed to express an appreciation for professors that were 
patient with their students and persevered through language differ-
ences to make content understood. As Student 5 described with his 
professor who was Italian, despite their language differences “she 
had a strong will to help.” He described this teacher as being gen-
erous with her time, always willing to stay after class to talk. When 
asked the follow up question “What defines a good class for you?” he 
said the following about patience:
“Patience is very important. I think when I started here, in 
my first year, I think I don’t even understand what the as-
signment requires. And sometimes teachers say ‘feel free 
to ask’ but sometimes my question could be stupid because 
this is the language problem. And so I think patience could 
make me feel comfortable and then really focus on study.”
He later said that RISD, on the whole, had done a good job with “pa-
tience” and “encouraging confidence.” Student 6, as she described a 
particularly difficult teacher and his lack of patience, revealed multiple 
layers of understanding of and attitudes about teaching and learning: 
“I think it’s good to be strict, it’s a way of learning fast, but may-
be to the first year student and especially to the no-background 
student, you need to be more kind and patient and encouraging. 
And some students just abandon [department name] after that. 
But I don’t think it’s the teacher’s fault, it’s the students’ fault, ob-
viously. Because you should expect difficulty, because you choose 
to transfer. But it’s good to have a kinder teacher, a little gentler.” 
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Student 1 embodied a similar attitude when I followed up on some-
thing she had said about her classmates in a class where she felt 
excluded, asking her if they could have changed anything to make 
her feel more included: “I don’t know if I should urge them to change. 
It’s obvious I should change myself…I don’t think they have to make 
any change, just respect.” 
Student 1 also addressed an assumption about her not speaking 
in class, which I believe is closely linked with notions being seen, un-
derstood, and respected. She spoke about how she feels that there 
is a perception that she is “suffering in silence” when she doesn’t 
speak in class:
“It’s not about suffering, because we don’t feel that we are suf-
fering. It’s just that we don’t feel like [we need to] speak out and 
make someone else change. We want to change ourselves.”
For some of the students I spoke to, feeling seen, known, and under-
stood was manifested in professors’ understanding, accommodating, 
and acknowledging differing cultural backgrounds and educational 
expectations in the classroom, while for others it was about recog-
nizing and celebrating different personalities and methodologies. 
Broadly speaking, teachers who carved out space for different learn-
ing styles, classroom expectations, backgrounds, languages, and 
abilities helped students to feel understood and, in turn, successful.
The Role of the Final Interview Question: 
Exposing Complexities of Experience and Differing Attitudes
I want to conclude this section by sharing some of the answers to 
the final question I asked in interviews: “Is there anything else you 
would like to add about your experience at RISD, as a student, gen-
erally, or specifically, about your experience as an international 
student or speaker of multiple languages?” I share these because 
this seemed to be a place where interviewees, though not all of them, 
most directly addressed their perceptions of RISD as it related to the 
experience of multilingual international students. Some students 
chose to take up my offer to simply speak about their experience in 
general, mentioning broader experiences or department-specific 
changes they wanted (“tuition is high”, “there’s a really slow elevator 
in my academic building” for example, were two answers to this final 
question). Other students talked directly about their experiences as 
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multilingual international students. Student 1, for example, took this 
closing question as an opportunity to address what she perceived to 
be an assumption about the motivations of international students. 
“I think now more and more people are learning English and 
coming to Western countries to get further studies. Howev-
er, there are also someone that don’t understand and will feel 
that we came here because we don’t have as good education 
quality as American does. But the truth is that we want to as 
individuals explore our world in a larger scope and we want to 
experience different cultures. That’s the main reason we came 
abroad so I think respect is the basic thing for the relationship 
no matter instructor to student or student to student. And I also 
appreciate how much I got…how much respect I got from here.”
Student 7 used this question to speak about her perception of RISD, 
and what professors and students are concerned with here:
“I think RISD is really focused on…RISD is a great school. But I 
think that there is a portion of RISD that is really focused on 
what is happening in the U.S.A. Because I lived in…other than 
my country, I travelled a lot so I have experienced other coun-
tries, but RISD is definitely very American. And I think that 
[creates] the situation that ‘this’ is dominant and something 
else is ‘other.’ But I think it can be more on the same plane. But I 
don’t think that it’s because of the number of students because 
in [my department] its still very American student dominant. 
Because there are people of color but a lot of people of color in 
RISD [department] grad school are still born here so it’s very 
different. But I also think that it can be diverse…how can I 
say this…I don’t want to flip the situation and say that they 
need to engage with other cultures more but at least I think…
there are classes and homework from professors and it is all 
about American history, like American archives, but it can 
be more student-driven and more like independent study.”
Another student said the following as her “closing statement”:
“I think RISD needs more concern for non-native English learner, 
like if I compare the other schools only RISD requests students 
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they have the SAT and to have a high TOEFL score of 93, so I feel 
maybe they think they don’t need to help international stu-
dents all that much? But they need some tutors or classes.” 
Another student spoke positively about his experience:
“Because I have study experience in Germany, that time I 
feel very bad because no one cared if you understand or not 
because everyone speak German, and normally the teach-
er speaking, quickly describing, but I think RISD did a good 
job. Like I said, patience, and encourage your confidence and 
sometimes I feel like they don’t really care how you speak but 
they care about your design thinking and your project. That’s 
the core, that’s the reason why we came here to learn.”
Student 2 spoke about how small changes to teaching might make 
things a lot better for her, but also perceived that studying in a 
different country is inevitably difficult, and suggested that this is 
something that students should accept:
“I just think that little things could be done but I do realize 
and I do fully acknowledge and I also believe that if you’re 
coming to the States to study and you’re taking up a spot in a 
top school, there’s a certain level of proficiency expected and I 
think that’s totally valid. Yes little things should be done, yes, a 
lot of things can be done to make international students more 
comfortable but I also think international students need to 
know that they will have a harder time than a person who has 
learned English as a native language and it’s part of the learn-
ing process and it will be tougher for you, but at the end you do 
learn it and you do come away with a lot more knowledge.”
Student 8 expressed a similar view that it is the responsibility of the 
student to learn the language of instruction at the institution, and 
also expressed her view that RISD is a school that especially empha-
sizes language.
“I feel…first of all I feel that it’s a very good experience for me to 
learn at RISD and I think another is that I really hope that if you 
[other international students] want to go to secondary school you 
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should improve your English, it’s very helpful for you to absorb 
the knowledge and to be able to join in discussion. That’s a very 
important thing. Because I feel the first year I totally spent a lot of 
time to just adjust and to improve my language, even though I also 
feel that my language is not enough to some people. Because our 
school is different than other types of schools, it is about language. 
RISD is more about talking and writing and sharing your ideas.” 
The responses to this final question indicated to me that my inter-
view questions, which were limited to classroom experiences, had 
left out something important that students wanted to say that was 
bigger than or not confined to the classroom. This speaks to the no-
tion that multilingual international students’ experiences in school 
are, of course, not just rooted in the classroom but are also deter-
mined by social, cultural, and institutional interactions and influenc-
es. This closing question was an opportunity for students to speak 
about assumptions that they felt were made about them, about 
difficulties they experienced, to indicate how they did in fact have 
different experiences than those of American students of color, to 
impart wisdom to other future, multilingual international students.
Answers to this last question (unsurprisingly, given that I spoke 
to eight students from different countries, departments, and back-
grounds), revealed complex and widely ranging experiences and 
attitudes. These responses expose the complexity of “best serving” 
multilingual, international students on an institutional or pedagog-
ical level. At the same time, my interviews also revealed challenges 
and preferences common to the eight students I spoke with. In the 
following chapter, I will reflect more on these themes and present 
resonating questions, thoughts, and implications for further re-
search for teaching and learning at RISD. ◆
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Introduction
The students I interviewed did not presume to 
speak for all multilingual international students 
at RISD, nor do I. This chapter suggests how the 
emergent themes in the student interviews might 
be analyzed further, possibly to the benefit of RISD 
becoming a more inclusive and equitable school. 
As the group I interviewed was small, this conclud-
ing chapter raises many questions and invitations 
for more research. At the same time, I hope, it also 
presents important opportunities to take stock of 
how teaching and learning is perceived by the pop-
ulation I spoke to, and what that means for RISD.
What are the questions, themes, and 
possible implications that arise from 
students’ experiences?
A RISD flag flies next to 
the canal running through 
Providence. 
Photo: Madeline Conley
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Resonating Questions, 
Thoughts, and 
Implications for 
Further Research
Pedagogies For Inclusion 
Based on my sample, I believe Universal Design for Learning to be 
a suitable framework for teaching and learning at RISD, and which 
might be further utilized more to create more accessible classrooms. 
My interviews support the use of differentiated instruction, specif-
ically as it relates to the language-based challenges they may en-
counter. The cultural barriers to inclusion that these students may 
face, however, while addressed in a broad sense by UDL, may require 
additional pedagogies and approaches to undo, quite possibly in the 
form of an augmented “decolonized curriculum.” However, a decol-
onized curriculum alone, I believe, as it is currently conceptualized 
will not meet the needs of the students I spoke to.
While the small group I sampled seemed to appreciate and prefer 
classrooms that offered opportunities for “multiple means of ex-
pression, engagement, and representation”, I want to point out that 
“multiple means of expression, engagement, and representation” 
takes on a very different meaning in the context of “decolonize the 
curriculum.” When applied to decolonizing the curriculum, this 
likely means making room for many and underrepresented voices, 
expanding or changing the canon, engaging critically with teach-
ing and learning as a way of unsettling power structures. It ignores, 
however, the more concrete necessity of making teaching and learn-
Left: RISD’s Providence 
Washington Administration 
Building, where its Social 
Equity and Inclusion office 
is located. 
Photo: Madeline Conley
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ing accessible to all via differentiated instruction and clear language 
both verbalized and in print. In my review of literature on decoloni-
zation, I did not find authors discussing the need for a list of terms, 
for PowerPoints that had both images and text, or for allowing wait 
time for students to gather their thoughts, all of which the students 
I spoke to seemed to feel was indispensable to them being able to 
contribute and learn.
At the same time, some of the students I spoke to did seem to 
call for a decolonial approach to teaching at RISD. As Student 7 said, 
“RISD is a very American school”—there seemed to be an under-
standing on the part of my interviewees of RISD as privileging Amer-
ican contexts despite its significant international population. Stu-
dents 1, 4, 6, and 7 all spoke in some way to American history, politics, 
and cultural conventions being foregrounded in their classrooms—
unsurprisingly as RISD is an American school. A decolonized curric-
ulum, if properly situated in a global context, as author Subedi (2013) 
argues it should be, would ideally work to deconstruct the Ameri-
can-centered teaching that is perceived to be happening at RISD. As 
Subedi writes, decolonization is a way of undoing the more typical 
“deficit global curriculum [that] promotes the belief that it is accept-
able to detach learners from critical global issues since it suggests 
that national events and national citizenship must supersede global 
concerns.” (Subedi, 2013, p. 626) However, while they perceived that 
their classes were oriented to American students’ experiences and 
perspectives, some students (Students 1, 5, and 7) expressed hes-
itation about saying that teachers and peers should change their 
behavior. As Student 1 said, “It’s obvious that I should change myself.” 
Because the students I spoke to had chosen to study in the United 
States, I noticed reluctance on the part of almost all of my interview-
ees to express overt criticism of RISD, American academic conven-
tions, peers, and professors. Students elected to study in a different 
country and to become knowledgeable about and in this context—as 
Student 1 said, “this is why we came to study here.” In this way, it 
was unsurprising that the students I spoke to were not demanding a 
decolonized curriculum. 
A decolonized curriculum could fit well with students feeling 
more known, seen, and understood by their professors (some-
thing my sample group did seem to ask for). It could mean that we 
pay more attention to students’ backgrounds and more respect to 
their languages and cultural contexts. It may too provide multiple 
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means of expression, engagement, and representation, but I would 
argue, a very different version than that which the students I spoke 
to are asking for. In other words, my experiences of the interviews 
was that “decolonize the curriculum” seemed to be only one piece 
of the pedagogical puzzle for these students, and as it is currently 
framed, ignores some of the more on-the-ground work of making 
learning accessible. 
A RISD student works in a 
Jewelry and Metalsmithing 
studio. 
Photo: Madeline Conley
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The Studio and the Seminar
It seemed to be a somewhat obvious finding that the group I sampled 
seemed to enjoy making art over reading, writing, and group discus-
sion. These are artists, after all. But does this say something bigger 
about the way seminar classes are conducted? RISD currently asks 
its undergraduate students (which, granted, was a group I did not 
speak to) to take a third of their classes in the liberal arts (which are 
largely Art History, Theory, and other Humanities classes). Gradu-
ate students, who typically write theses and may also have depart-
ment-specific demands placed on them in terms of reading and writ-
ing, are also asked to learn in non-studio environments during their 
time at RISD. So, given that we are a school of artists who prefer mak-
ing but who are also required to take seminar classes, what can we 
carry over from the studio environment to the seminar environment 
to create bridges and make these experience more embedded and 
meaningful? What is it about the “studio” that makes it a preferred 
and seemingly more comfortable place for multilingual international 
graduate students? Perhaps it is simply that in the studio we make 
and in the seminar class we talk and write, and there is not much to 
be done with this. As Student 2 said with some resignation, describ-
ing a difficult class, “Sometimes you just have to do writing in En-
glish…that’s just kind of how it is, it’s something that we go through 
and learn from it and in the end it works out.” As Student 2 hints at, 
seminar classes may offer valuable ways of learning and thinking that 
are not always present in studio classes, and may be worth cultivat-
ing even at the expense of students’ discomfort. On the other hand, 
perhaps there are ways that students can produce language-based 
output while still engaging in the exploratory, collaborative, proj-
ect-based learning that characterizes the studio environment.
Making The Implicit More Explicit
It was also suggested in the interviews that, for some students, the 
implicit “why” of a course or an assignment could stand to be made 
more explicit. Anne Davey (2016) points to ambiguity as being a de-
fining pedagogical feature of art and design schools, and this may, as 
supported by the literature and my interviews, present challenges 
for some multilingual international students. The students I spoke 
to frequently mentioned (sometimes in positive and sometimes in 
negative terms) their perception of RISD as a place that values the 
conceptual over the technical, which is perhaps closely linked to 
Right: A seminar classroom 
in RISD’s College Building. 
Photo: Madeline Conley
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pedagogies of ambiguity. It seemed most often that the students 
I spoke with were not identifying ambiguity as an intrinsic value 
in art and design as problematic, but rather took issue with ambi-
guity around deadlines, terms, plans, objectives, and motivations. 
This presents a question for teachers: Does ambiguity (such as not 
revealing what you want students’ final project to look like, or not 
narrowly defining what students should write or discuss) play an 
important role in the learning that goes on in your classroom? Or 
is ambiguity happening by accident, thus leading to students feel-
ing that expectations are (as some of interview subjects described) 
“vague” or “unclear”? In order to foster creativity, it is possible that 
some “ambiguity” may in fact be necessary in the art classroom and 
some educators may intentionally cultivate it to encourage explora-
tion, un-knowing, and uncertainty. This could possibly be an area of 
tension for art and design schools moving forward, as “ambiguity” 
seems to be a core value in pedagogy and in artmaking (Davey, 2016) 
but perhaps also limits access or success to some students as its 
very nature involves relying on a set of unsaid expectations, often in-
formed by culturally based assumptions and values. I anticipate that 
negotiating these issues will be future work for RISD as it undertakes 
its Social Equity and Inclusion plan.
In that same vein, it was made transparent to me in these inter-
views how often motivations for teaching and learning are cultur-
ally informed and not necessarily evident to someone who grew up 
outside that culture. (Davey, 2016). For example, class discussion 
in which the professor takes a back seat and lets students speak 
can be taken as a given by those who have spent time in American 
higher education. For some students, however, the expectation 
that they will listen to their classmates muse about a reading rather 
than hear from the content expert in the room (the professor) may 
be unintuitive, even wrong, and bear some justification. As sup-
ported by Universal Design for Learning principles and research, 
“Heighten[ing] saliency of goals” is useful for students of all back-
grounds and abilities (not just multilingual or NNeS students). It 
can be helpful for the professor to articulate her reasons for having 
group discussion, for example, be a staple of her class, beyond the 
common refrain of “If you don’t speak you won’t get participation 
points.” As Student 4 said, “I wish the professors understood our 
background because in Asia we are not a debate class, we usually 
just listen…but here we talk and talk.”
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Talking And Listening
Several students mentioned all of the “talk” in their classes at RISD, 
which perhaps points to a (small) challenge to the values of a west-
ern art and design education. For some, there is a great deal of talk 
in RISD classes, it seems, and I would ask: is there a great deal of 
listening? For some students, listening is a mode of learning they 
are comfortable with (as Student 4, above, points out). Is there a way 
that listening (arguably not a very American trait) might be better 
fostered in the RISD classroom? Could relying more on “listening” 
advantage students who come from educational systems and cul-
tures that place more emphasis on observing and “taking in” infor-
mation rather than reacting and “putting out” information? What 
could “listening” as a value in the art classroom potentially look 
like? Or because of language differences, would asking for a greater 
demand on “listening” in fact widen a gap between who gets access 
to learning and who doesn’t, because students for whom English is a 
first language may be, in turn, be advantaged? These are questions I 
don’t have the answer to but which invite further analysis. 
Solidarity And Support
Students’ frequently mentioned enjoying learning alongside a 
group of international students or being taught by someone with 
a “multicultural background”, which could perhaps also warrant 
further examination. This may be something to note in terms of 
same-language groupings in the classroom, when teachers consid-
er how to approach group projects or group learning. This is not to 
say that teachers should reduce students to their native language 
status and automatically group them accordingly, but rather that 
being sensitive about and understanding the reasons why students 
are drawn to speak in their native languages or work with others of 
similar backgrounds in the classroom may be a way of preventing 
conflict and discomfort. The group I spoke to seemed to appreci-
ate working with international peers and teachers, and this has the 
opportunity to be used as a strength in the classroom, rather than 
an area of tension.
Students also spoke frequently about the difficulty of their first 
year at RISD, and while I did not feel that this made for a signifi-
cant or particularly surprising finding, it could mean that more 
structures of support may be needed for international students in 
their first year. In the first year of graduate school, students of all 
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backgrounds can feel the strains of adjusting to a new environment, 
stress about workload, and homesickness, but according to authors 
Ra & Thrusty (2016), this that can be especially acute for students 
who are also adjusting to “a different culture… new academic envi-
ronment…language barriers, financial difficulties, and the loss of 
interpersonal relationships.” (p. 277).
Many schools have “bridge” programs in which their undergrad-
uate students have the option of entering a credit-bearing transi-
tional program (Parsons being a notable example of an Art and De-
sign School with such a program in place) that provides the standard 
academic content a first year student would receive but with some 
additional support for students as they adjust to studying in a new 
country. These kinds of programs are usually for undergraduate 
students, and not graduate students. I am not suggesting this is the 
right course of action for RISD, as I only spoke with eight students, 
who largely described positive experiences here. Models do exist, 
however, that in conjunction with a much more extensive survey of 
multilingual international students about their experiences and per-
ceived needs, may be worth exploring. That said, apart from one stu-
dent who wanted options for “tutors and English classes” and who 
expressed frustration at only being able to have two sessions a week 
at the Center for Arts & Language while her professors directed her 
there with more and more frequency, no other students directly 
asked for any kind of Bridge Program or English support class. More 
examination of possible options is needed.
Strength-Based And Deficit-Based Discourse
With regard to labels and the debate around how we describe our 
multilingual, international population, I will say that many of my 
interviewees referred to themselves as “International Students” or 
as, for example, a “Spanish speaker” or a “Chinese speaker.” This 
suggests that the students I spoke to see themselves as outside of 
the ongoing debate about deficit discourse versus strengths dis-
course. In my eight interviews, the term “multilingual learner” was 
never said by anyone other than me. “English learner” and “nonna-
tive speaker” was used several times by my interviewees. Frequent-
ly, students referred to their own English language ability in what 
some would describe “deficit” terms, saying things like, “Because 
my speaking is not so good” (Student 3), “this is my language prob-
lem” (Student 5), “because I have a language problem” (Student 4). 
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Student 1, who speaks more than four languages, referred to herself 
at one point as “not an English speaker”, possibly suggesting that 
she holds defined ideas about who “speaks” English and who doesn’t, 
which she does not see herself fitting into. Her self-effacing attitude 
about her English speaking exists despite (or maybe because of) her 
living in a country that largely speaks and writes in English, attend-
ing a school in which instruction is delivered in English, and com-
pleting high-level graduate course work in English. 
While RISD’s Center for Arts and Language, and other people and 
offices around RISD have very consciously adopted a strength-based 
lexicon when referring to speakers of other languages, the students 
I spoke to do not seem to see their English speaking, or at least do 
not talk about their English-speaking, in a strength-based way. So 
then, what does that mean for RISD? Could it be that strength-based 
labels are not particularly meaningful when other parts of students’ 
lives and, perhaps, their experiences in school are telling them 
that they have a “deficit”? Does the way students speak about their 
language ability match how they think about their language ability? 
If these students do, in fact, believe that they have a “problem” I 
would argue that this is a pressing issue for RISD. While much of the 
literature I reviewed seems to create a dichotomy between deficit/
remediation and strengths/advocacy approaches, as author Adri-
enne Major writes, these two need not be separated. (Major, 2019). 
A model that combines both approaches addresses some students’ 
belief that they are lacking something and puts in place structures 
for remediation, but simultaneously works to create an inclusive 
culture that acknowledges the strengths that different learners and 
perspectives bring. RISD may benefit from intentionally articulating 
and adopting such a model.
I frequently felt conflicted as I researched the climate surround-
ing how educators and schools talk about language differences. I 
sensed, at times, that there was a real need for a strength-based 
lexicon to describe speakers of other languages, and that maybe a 
language shift might begin to combat some of the biases and barri-
ers to inclusion that some of these students may (though not always) 
be up against. At the same time, I felt that there was sometimes a 
too-delicate handling of language differences that at times felt par-
alyzing, and that these conversations were happening by and large 
without the input of actual speakers of other languages. I became 
increasingly conflicted as I began to talk with these same speakers of 
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other languages, many of whom referred to themselves as “English 
learners” or “not an English speaker” (using the very terminology 
that some of the literature suggests is derogatory and harmful). If 
students see themselves as having a deficit, does it really help them 
to define them using strength-based terms? 
However, deficit discourse can be internalized by the people 
it negatively affects. Therefore, as Oksana Hlyva argues, (follow-
ing Spivak’s 1988 essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?) “international 
students, whose voices tend to be assimilated, if not excluded, by 
dominant composition discourses” can often be complicit in holding 
up problematic structures in academia. (Hylva, 2006, p. v). So we all 
may have a responsibility to un-do deficit language, no matter who 
is using it. As author Binyada Subedi (2014) writes, “Representations 
do not simply transparently portray societies and cultures, but they 
are intimately about discourses on securing power and exploiting 
economic and political resources. The Othering that the deficit 
framework promotes is closely connected to neoliberal, capitalist 
practices.” ( p. 628.) Perhaps no one is able to fully see the damage 
done when we use what some consider to be “deficit discourse” nor 
can we always fully understand the way that power and dogma influ-
ence that language. 
This is a deeply complicated issue, but what I will say is that much 
of the conversation about our multilingual international population, 
as New Yorker writer Adam Gopnik writes, seems to be character-
ized by “the enormous American readiness to be mortally offended 
by some small misstep of word or tone.” (Gopnik, 2014, p. 39). The 
students I spoke to did not seem to have this same readiness, and 
so perhaps this is where we can begin with our conversation about 
labels. What do you prefer to be called? Is there a fitting label for the 
complexity of your experience? That is a different, but equally im-
portant study, that I was unable to look at with any great depth.
Respect And Patience
I will close by saying that several of the students I spoke with talk-
ed frequently about the sense of respect they felt at RISD. Some 
expressed that their only significant requirement of RISD as inter-
national students or as speakers of other languages was “respect.” 
“The most important thing is respect,” one student said. Over-
whelmingly these students described experiences at RISD as being 
positive, and did not ask for significant changes to be made, and 
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some did not feel it was their place to suggest changes to a system 
that they had chosen to enter as an “outsider.” If these students sug-
gested changes at all, they were typically small: A list of key terms at 
the beginning of a class, clear learning objectives, wait time to gather 
thoughts before answering a discussion question, even a too-slow 
elevator in the BeB building that could be fixed was mentioned. 
At the same time, what respect meant was often not elaborated 
on, even sometimes despite my urging. “It’s obvious he is very inter-
ested in Asian culture because he stayed in China for a very long time” 
said one student when I asked how her professor demonstrates 
“respect” in his classroom. I do not presume to understand the 
complex (and perhaps culturally bound) understandings of respect 
and patience. Sometimes, it seemed to me, respect was addressed 
in what was not said more than what was said. I wondered, naturally, 
every time I asked a student to describe a favorite class at RISD, were 
they holding it up against a least favorite class? Every time a student 
said she liked a studio class, does that mean she hated a seminar 
class? Was mentioning a favorite professor that had a multicultural 
background to say that they had bad experiences with professors 
who had only ever learned and taught in the United States? Of 
course, I can’t reduce my findings to perfect dichotomies and I think 
it’s too far to say classrooms that utilize American contexts, sarcasm, 
irony, asks students to do projects and readings grounded in Amer-
ican history and politics are disrespectful. We are, I keep reminding 
myself, at an American school. No one I spoke to describe a moment 
of “disrespect” in those terms, but at the same time, students fre-
quently called upon respect and patience as something desired, ap-
preciated, and necessary for their success. It seemed that “respect”, 
“patience” and “encouragement” emerged not just as words used to 
document what was present in their experiences at RISD, but just as 
much to mark what was not. 
So my last question is: What does a community of respect look 
like for RISD? Does it mean big or small changes? Is it separate from 
“inclusion” and “social equity” or does it all fall under the same 
umbrella? Have we already achieved this community of respect, or 
do we have still some distance to go? I believe it is the latter, but that 
RISD has never been more prepared or eager to undertake this work 
than it is now.
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Conclusion
As I’m writing this, it is mid April and the leaves are just emerging 
on the trees. I’m in an empty classroom in the College Building, the 
windows are open and the sun is setting, and North Main Street is 
loud; people are driving home from work. I’m waiting for my Iranian 
Film Class screening to begin, as I do every Thursday night at this 
time. Today, I finished co-teaching a ten-week science/art integra-
tion class with students from a Providence high school. At noon, a 
local food truck served free hot dogs to RISD students on the RISD 
campus “Beach” (a sloping lawn at the intersection of several RISD 
buildings), and I stood in line in the sun with co-workers from the 
Nature Lab and talked with them about what we had been doing with 
the high school students and the goings-on at the Nature Lab. I didn’t 
know what the RISD Beach was eight months ago, and I wouldn’t have 
known anyone to talk to in line. At various times in my short, one-
year program, I felt as though, like one of my interview subjects said, 
I had entered a school as an outsider and I had no right to change 
it. I think differently about my place here now. I no longer assume 
a responsibility to change an institution as much as I think about a 
responsibility to closely listen, observe, and participate in it. This 
change in attitude is a direct result of undertaking a project in which 
I spoke to many people, did my best to listen, and through which my 
view of “problems” and “solutions” were made far more complicated.
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This research afforded me a more complex understanding of, and 
in turn, a sense of belonging to a place that I easily might have felt 
like a passerby in. The Teaching + Learning in Art + Design MA pro-
gram is short, sometimes agonizingly short, and our department is 
located at the end of South Main which for RISD, means we might as 
well be in a different state. Six blocks can be long, I found out. Had I 
chosen a different thesis, I might not have had opportunities to meet 
students in their studios to interview or have ever set foot inside the 
Jewelry, the Architecture, or CIT buildings. I might have spent more 
time dwelling in the theoretical than in the practical. This research 
permitted me to access both. 
I’m almost never in an empty classroom, and tonight, for an hour 
or two, it’s a relief to be here in the College Building, alone in the 
quiet. I appreciate also, for example, when I’m getting the classroom 
ready for the high school students I teach every week, the fleeting 
moment before they arrive when everything is in its place, pencils 
are sharpened, the room is still and orderly and there is the hum 
of the fan and nothing else. But of course, I prefer classrooms full, 
noisy, flawed, successful, and striving to be better. ❦
A RISD flag flies next to 
the canal running through 
Providence. 
Photo: Madeline Conley
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